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 A common modern perception of the medieval knight is a mounted warrior in full plate 
armor, ruthlessly striking down enemies on the battlefield. Being a warrior was the essence of 
being a knight, and this perception generally applies to knights over the centuries; however, the 
concept of both knights and knighthood changed through the centuries of the Middle Ages. Some 
of the most significant changes to the concept of knighthood occurred in the late twelfth century, 
altering the perception of knights and knighthood permanently, but there is relatively little 
scholarly research on knights specifically in this time period.  
 This paper examines the knight in the context of the late twelfth century Angevin Empire: 
how he fit into society, the rituals and ceremonies that initiated him into knighthood, and how he 
made use of his military training outside of warfare. For clarity, a knight is defined here as a man 
who has received extensive military training and has been made a knight by means of a ritual 
dubbing. Knighthood, then, is defined here as the socially accepted encompassing qualities and 
functions expected of knights either as individuals or as a collective, including military prowess 
(remarkable skill and ability), physical strength, discipline, valor, loyalty, and honor.  
 In order to understand how the knight fit into society during this time, we must understand 
the social context and the changes that were taking place that, in the long term, resulted in the 
perception that knights should come from the nobility and that knighthood should be a 
nobleman’s pursuit. The social changes that are most relevant to this understanding are the 
increasing division within the social hierarchy, the perception of noble superiority, a literary 
trend that both reflected and inspired these perceptions and applied them to knights, knighthood, 
and tournaments, and the popularity and perception of tournaments among young noblemen. 
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 Chapter one considers evidence from the late twelfth century of a crystallizing social 
division between the nobility and the lower masses of society.1 The nobility began asserting their 
social eminence and strengthening their belief that they were morally, physically, and 
intellectually superior to the rest of the population. They held the belief that being well-born 
ensured the embodiment of what they saw as the nobility’s qualities of character, such as 
courtesy, intelligence, and physical strength, that were believed to be absent in commoners.  
 The relevant questions, then, are whether or not all knights in this time period were 
members of the nobility, and if dubbing—the act of formally inducting a man into knighthood—
conferred nobility onto a commoner, raising his social status to that of a nobleman. In the 
thirteenth century and beyond, literature was produced that emphasized the need for knights to 
possess noble qualities of character in order to live up to the social expectations of knighthood. 
In the twelfth century, being a knight did not have such lofty expectations: no chivalry was 
required. There is, however, evidence of the early stages of a slow process in which knighthood 
eventually became a mark of the nobility. The social divisions between the nobility and the rest 
of the population that consolidated in the late twelfth century contributed to this process. 
 Chapter two examines a sampling of dubbing rituals and ceremonies of young noblemen 
and how these dubbings were, in part, a reflection of the nobility’s perceived social superiority, 
and seem to have become another opportunity to display a family’s wealth, power, and social 
status. Earlier in the century, dubbings were only briefly mentioned in chronicles. At the end of 
the century, descriptions become more frequent and detailed, elaborating on lavish and 
ceremonial dubbings. The elaborate dubbing ceremonies within family histories emphasize the 
power, wealth, and nobility of the family’s lineage, and their inclusion supports the social 
                                                        
1 By nobility, I refer to those who were born into a landed family of distinguished ancestry with some level of 
wealth, resources, and authority over others. Freemen were the common people, such as merchants or craftsmen, 
who did not live in servitude like the villeins, who were subject to their lord of the manor on which they lived and 
worked. 
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significance of such ceremonies. The change in the level of detail offers insight into the social 
importance of these events, the social implications of becoming a knight and its significance to 
the initiated, and the display the family’s wealth, social status, and political power.  
 Chapter three studies late twelfth-century tournaments and the social impact that they had 
on the perception of knights and knighthood in the late twelfth century, the role that tournaments 
played in the lives of participating knights, and the mutual inspiration of knights and 
tournaments in reality and in Chretien de Troyes’ romances that played a significant role in the 
nobility’s perception of knights and knighthood. Even though tournaments started out as military 
exercises for mounted cavalry, they were more than martial drills by the late twelfth century. 
They became popular sporting events in which knights could participate to keep their skills 
sharp, but they also benefit personally from them.  
 Chretien’s works were not only a contributing factor of social change, but marked the 
advent of a new genre of literature, written in the vernacular instead of the clerical Latin and 
were intended for lay nobility. Chretien is one of the best-known twelfth-century writers of 
romance, and was quite popular in his own time. His stories were based on the Knights of the 
Round Table and King Arthur, and he was the first to create a realistic world in which his 
extraordinary heroes embodied both the traditional qualities of a warrior and the characteristics 
and values that the nobility claimed were their own. As formidable warriors who also embodied 
noble qualities of character, Chretien’s heroes were idealized and served as models for knights in 
the real world.  
 The combination of the perceived social superiority of the nobility, the application of 
noble qualities of character to literary knights, and contemporaneous literature that promoted the 
tournament as a means for knights to prove their worth helped to popularize a new perception of 
the ideal knight: a noblemen of impeccable character and extraordinary physical skill who was 
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trained well, dubbed into knighthood, and participated in tournaments for personal rather than 
material reasons. This perception was further supported by the increase of elaborate dubbing 
ceremonies for young noblemen and their display of the family’s wealth, status, and power. 
Tournaments, both real and literary, added to the changing perception of knights and knighthood 
as well, evidenced by the popularity of tournaments among young noblemen in the 1170s and 
1180s. Noble status, elaborate dubbing ceremonies, tournaments, and the representations of them 
in literature worked in harmony, changing perceptions of knights and knighthood over time until,  
in the following century, a common perception was that a knight should come from the nobility 
because only a noblemen was able to fulfill the emerging expectations for knights of noble 




























Chapter One: Redefining Knighthood 
 
 The late twelfth century was a time of rapid change in the Angevin Empire. Under the rule 
of Henry II, England was more peaceful than under his predecessor, King Stephen.2 More 
professions and occupations were available, education was available to more of the population, 
universities were growing, literacy was on the rise, towns were becoming more urbanized, 
common law had been implemented, every free man had access to legal redress, and it was a 
time of relative peace.3 Society was less martial and more orderly. Additionally, social 
stratification was increasingly emphasized by the nobility, who assertively differentiated 
themselves from the lower classes of society. 
 The social hierarchy generally consisted of nobility, freemen, and the villeins, or the 
unfree, and the sharpest social distinction was drawn between the freeman and the villein.4 
Although there was no official distinction that marked the social boundaries between the nobility 
and the freemen, there was a loose language of nobility in contemporary Latin texts that 
demonstrated the social hierarchy, such as generosus (of good birth), dives (wealthy), potens 
(powerful), or nobilis (well born, prominent, celebrated, well known).  
 In contrast, there is generally no indication of social status when authors refer to miles, 
usually translated into modern English as "knight," in twelfth-century chronicles, which has led 
                                                        
2 King Stephen reigned from 1135 – 1154. His reign is most noted for being rife with warfare including regional 
feuds, civil war, and his own war with Mathilda for the throne that lasted from 1139 to 1153. Henry II reigned 
from 1154 – 1189. 
3 Bartlett, England Under the Norman and Angevin Kings, 1075-1225, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2000), 509. 
Universities were flourishing, particularly in Paris, Bologna, and Oxford. Englishmen enrolled in continental 
schools and made up approximately 38% of students in Paris between 1179 and 1215. For education available to 
commoners, see p. 517. 
4 Bartlett, England, 214. In addition, the following scholarly books offer significant insight into English society and 
the changes that occurred during this time: David Crouch’s The English Aristocracy, The Image of Aristocracy in 
Britain, and The Birth of Nobility; Judith Green’s The Aristocracy of Norman England; John Gillingham’s The 
English in the Twelfth Century, and The Angevin Empire; and J.M. Roberts England Under the Norman Kings. 
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some scholars to question whether or not being a knight also indicated being a member of the 
nobility.5 Specifically with regard to the late twelfth-century Angevin Empire, one’s occupation 
did not necessarily equate to a particular social status. Being a knight was functional and being a 
nobleman was a social status, two separate aspects of one’s role in society. A man could be a 
knight and not a nobleman, and vice-versa, however the perceptions of both knights and the 
nobility were changing during this time which has caused some debate on whether or not knights 
were members of the nobility. 
 Another social change occurring during this time was the nobility’s perception of 
knighthood, which was in the process of evolving to include what were considered noble 
qualities of character, such as courtesy, humility, integrity, amiableness, and a sense of justice, to 
name a few. In the thirteenth century, such qualities were thought to be essential to knighthood 
by the nobility, as is explained in contemporaneous texts such as Le Roman des Eles.6 This new 
perception of knighthood lent to the belief that only noblemen could be real knights or, in other 
words, were able to live up to the expectations more recently applied to the concept of 
knighthood. This belief worked in tandem with the idea that members of the nobility were not 
only socially superior to the rest of the population, but that they were superior in every aspect. 
 The literature of the time shows that the nobility asserted that they were physically, 
intellectually, and morally superior to the rest of the population and increasingly emphasized 
distinct social boundaries between themselves and commoners. Andreas Capellanus’ De Amore, 
a commentary on romantic relationships between individuals of varying social status, reveals the 
                                                        
5 William Michael Delehanty, “Milites in the Narrative Sources of England, 1135-1154” (PhD diss, University of 
Minnesota, 1975);  D’A. J.D. Boulton “Classic Knighthood as Nobiliary Dignity: The Knighting of Counts and 
Kings Sons in England, 1066-1271” In Medieval Knighthood V: Papers from the Strawberry Hill Conference 
1994, eds. Stephen Church and Ruth Harvey, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995); David C Douglas, The Norman 
Impact on England. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1964). 
6 Keith Busby, Raoul de Hodenc: Le Roman des Eles. The Anonymous Orderne De Chevalerie: Critical Editions 
with Introductions, Notes, and Translations, (Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1983). 
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growing sentiment of noble superiority after 1170 in Angevin England. At the same time, the 
concept of knighthood was being reimagined by Chretien de Troyes in the popular new genre of 
contemporary literature, the courtly romance. Chretien’s works created a new ideal and a 
historical mythology for knighthood that included not only the traditional qualities of a knight, 
but also adopted the qualities of character expected of noblemen.7 
 This chapter will begin with the chronicles of Orderic Vitalis and John Worcester, who 
wrote in the early decades of the twelfth century, and Andreas Capellanus’ On Love from the 
1180s, to show the established independence of social status from function in regard to knights.8 
It will then turn to literary examples of Chretien de Troyes’ Cliges of the 1170s to demonstrate 
the shifting perception of knighthood, and then to Andreas Capellanus to show the increasing 
emphasis on the concept of noble superiority. These two concepts supported and nourished one 
another until, in the thirteenth century, there is evidence of the belief that only members of the 
nobility could fulfill and maintain the expectations of behavior and performance of knighthood. 
The Relationship Between Nobility and Knighthood before 1170 
 Robert Bartlett points out that historians have generally talked about knights in different 
senses; usually in either a socioeconomic sense, referring to either a knightly class that had social 
status between the lower ranks of the nobility and the upper ranks of freemen, or in a functional 
sense as professional warriors.9 Other historians have equated social status with function. For 
                                                        
7 D’A. J.D. Boulton “Classic Knighthood as Nobiliary Dignity: The Knighting of Counts and Kings Sons in 
England, 1066-1271.” In Medieval Knighthood V: Papers from the Strawberry Hill Conference 1994, eds. 
Stephen Church and Ruth Harvey, (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995), 56-7. Boulton believes that it was a 
gradual adoption, “first by the nobly-born…of a new ideology and historical mythology largely created by writers 
like Chretien de Troyes between 1150 and 1190. This ideology, while effectively embodied in the status of miles 
and chevalerie or their equivalents, employed in the sense of ‘knightliness’, was actually compounded with 
virtues and duties previously associated with noble princes, clerical courtiers, and closely associated with the 
conception of the high-born lords.” 
8 D.E. Greenway and B.F. Harvey, eds., The Chronicle of John of Worcester, v3 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998); 
Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis v.6, trans. and ed., Marjorie Chibnall, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1978; Andreas Capellanus, On Love, trans and ed. P.G. Walsh, (London: Duckworth, 1982). 
9 Bartlett, England, 214. Rank is used to reference an individual’s position within a status group. 
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example, David Douglas believes that by the middle of the twelfth century, the typical knight in 
England was a man holding land “by primogenital hereditary tenure in return for service, and 
that knighthood in England thus came to be recognized as the badge not merely of military 
aptitude but of social status characterized by a privileged form of land-tenure.”10 The sources say 
little about the majority of individual landholdings or tenure of knights, their families, or their 
wealth, making it difficult to categorize knights into a socioeconomic class. Doris Stenton notes 
that knights described in twelfth century documents make up a “very miscellaneous class.”11 
Class distinctions define groups of people by socioeconomic factors, and the variety in the 
backgrounds of knights that are discussed in the sources makes it difficult to define a knightly 
class. 
 This is evident when we turn to accounts of the White Ship disaster in 1120. John of 
Worcester (d. c.1140) and Orderic Vitalis (1075–c. 1142) were both chroniclers in the early 
twelfth century, and both address the shipwreck that killed the heir to the English throne. These 
two sources distinguish status from function when referring to the people on board the ship. 
William Adelin, Henry I’s heir, boarded the White Ship in Barfleur accompanied by a large 
group of his peers. Orderic Vitalis estimates that altogether there were three hundred people 
aboard, including many barons, their sons, knights, and an armed marine force. The ship crashed 
into a rock while crossing the Channel, leaving but one survivor. Among those killed were the 
children of many English and French elite, including: William, the son of the Bishop of 
Countances; William’s brother; some of Henry’s illegitimate children; the children of his 
principal barons; and the knights Ralph the Red and Gilbert d’Exmes.  
                                                        
10 David C. Douglas, The Norman Impact on England, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1964), 274. F.W. 
Maitland, J.H. Round, and F.M. Stenton were the three scholars that cemented the idea that the introduction of 
knight service was the key to feudalism in England, and Medievalists came to define a hierarchical society by land 
tenure and obligations. 
11 Doris M. Stenton, English Society in the Early Middle Ages. (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: 1952) 58. 
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 John of Worcester’s account of this tragedy lists people of differing social status, and his 
terminology distinguishes between the nobility and knights. Greenway and Harvey translate 
John’s statement as “William, intending to follow, embarked in the company of a large crowd of 
nobles, knights, young men and women.”12 Those on board are categorized by the social group to 
which they belong. Considering the accounts of both John of Worcester and Orderic Vitalis 
together, we can reason that “nobles” refers to the English and French aristocracy, such as the 
king’s children, Richard, Earl of Chester, “and many others of high birth.”13 It follows that the 
young men and women mentioned were of comparatively lower social status than those of high 
birth. It is quite possible that these young men and women were of noble status because, as 
mentioned above, the guests on board were William’s peers, hence relative social equals. This 
suggests that they were not commoners, but did occupy a lower rank of the nobility. It can be 
concluded that the “nobles” in this case are higher in social rank, not just well born but members 
of the aristocracy.14  
 It should also be noted that, generally, members of the nobility were often referred to by 
name or title in the texts and commoners were not. John of Worcester says that the sole survivor 
of the wreck, who was from the country, was not even worthy of being mentioned by name.15 
According to Orderic, the survivor was a butcher named Berold.16  Being a freeman, a butcher 
from the country would not usually have been thought worthy of special mention. It seems likely 
that Orderic believed, unlike John of Worcester, that being the sole survivor of a tragedy 
warranted such mention. 
                                                        
12 Greenway, John of Worcester,147.  
13 Orderic Vitalis, The Ecclesiastical History of Orderic Vitalis v.6, trans. and ed., Marjorie Chibnall, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1978), 305. 
14 By aristocracy, I mean the upper ranks of the nobility: a smaller, elite group with the most wealth and power. 
15 Greenway, John of Worcester, 146-7. 
16 Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History, 299. 
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 Those designated as knights were listed separately and without any evident classification 
of social status. Professional men-at-arms were referred to in terms of function, as evidenced in 
Orderic’s distinction between the marine guard and knights, and in John’s distinction of knights 
from nobles. Both chroniclers refer to men-at-arms in terms of occupation, or a man’s function in 
society, with no indication of social status. Knights were not excluded from this categorization 
even if they were noblemen.  
 Ralph the Red and Gilbert d’Exmes from John’s account are two examples. These two 
men were among the hundreds who drowned after the White Ship crashed. Both of them were 
well esteemed by the king who, regardless of their social status, saw them as knights first and 
foremost: “the sorrowful king bewailed his sons and favoured knights and eminent barons; above 
all he mourned Ralph the Red and Gilbert d’Exmes, and frequently described their deeds of 
courage.”17 Ralph and Gilbert were both members of the French nobility. According to Marjory 
Chibnall’s introduction to Ecclesiastical History, Ralph the Red was Ralph of Pont-Echanfray. 
His family was one of the benefactors of Orderic’s monastery and vassals of the lords of 
Breteuil.18 Chibnall asserts that he may have been a younger son of a nobleman, serving Henry I 
in hopes of obtaining his own patrimony. The text lacks any information on Gilbert’s family, 
however the place-name of d’Exmes indicates that his family was established and held land in 
the area. Assuming that Chibnall is correct, Ralph and Gilbert had no land to speak of and 
therefore and not lords in their own right, meaning that they personally had little power. Their 
nobility stemmed from the families that they were born into. Therefore, the king mourned his 
favored knights instead of his favorite nobleman, referring to them with respect to their social 
function rather than their social status. Their function took prominence over their social 
                                                        
17 Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History, 303. 
18 Introduction to Orderic Vitalis, Ecclesiastical History, xxiv. Breteuil is north of Paris, Cluny is in Eastern France. 
Neither location was held by the English, but this text attests to contact between the English and French in the 
early twelfth century. 
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identification. As individuals, they were of the nobility but had no personal power or money, but 
they were well-respected knights. 
 Knighthood was not in itself indicative of nobility.  Becoming a knight could not confer 
nobility in the late twelfth century. David Crouch claims the opposite, stating in The English 
Aristocracy that “society shifted before 1200 to a stance where the ritual of creating him a knight 
made a man noble,” and that this view is explicit in Andreas Capellanus’s On Love.19 This text, 
written in the 1180s, is a composition written on the pretext of offering advice to a man named 
Walter through a series of dialogues, anecdotes, and discussions of love. It contains a series of 
dialogues intended to instruct people on how to plead their case to a love interest, and the 
different dialogues are between two people of varying social status.20 This text must be read with 
the awareness that, in order to make his context and his message clear, Capellanus amplified the 
definitions and boundaries of different social groups. Understanding that, in reality, social 
boundaries were less definitive than they are presented here, it still remains that this text offers 
extensive insight into contemporaneous perceptions of society and social status.  
 Crouch references Book One, section 6C in On Love, entitled A Commoner Addresses a 
Woman of the Higher Nobility. This conversation touches on the man’s worthiness for the 
woman’s love, and he argues that his innate integrity and good character should not prevent “my 
being enrolled in the service of any persons of higher rank, nor my demanding the rewards of a 
higher class.”21 He references two distinct social categories. The first is service, which is 
clarified in the woman’s response as service as a knight. The second, the rewards of a higher 
class, which she clarifies in her response as becoming a lord or vavasour: a grantee of land, 
                                                        
19 David Crouch, The English Aristocracy, 1070 – 1271: A Social Transformation. (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2011), 52. 
20 The nature of De Amore is still debated; David Crouch believes it to be a satire, J.S.P.Tatlock believes says that 
there is no humor or sarcasm in it at all, and P.G.Walsh, the translator of this edition, views it mostly as a 
commentary on the concept of courtly love that was popular in contemporaneous literature. 
21 Andreas Capellanus, On Love, trans and ed. P.G. Walsh, (London: Duckworth, 1982), 79.  
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income, and a higher social status than he currently possesses. It seems that Crouch has equated 
higher rank with knighthood; however, both the man’s statement and the woman’s response 
clearly separate them. The woman responds, 
Integrity can lend nobility to a commoner but cannot change his rank to make him 
a lord or vavasour, unless award happens to be made by the power of a prince, 
who can confer nobility on any persons of good character… moreover… you seek 
to enroll yourself in the ranks of those in service, but I see in you many 
characteristics prejudicial and opposed to such service. Knights should be 
naturally endowed with slim long calves.22  
 
 Both the man and the woman separate higher social status from serving as a knight. She 
first addresses social status, saying that only the more powerful men of society can confer noble 
status onto another. The means by which a nobleman could do so are stated: by making the man 
in question a lord or vavasor. The terms in the Latin text are “procer,” translated as “lord” and 
could also mean “great man or leading man of society,” and “vavassor,” a vassal of a lord who 
has his own vassals. Neither of these terms indicate knighthood, only power, wealth, and social 
status, and she explains that he cannot achieve these things on his own because of his low birth. 
Being a knight is addressed separately, emphasized by the use of praeterea, or moreover, when 
she turns from status to service and then explains that he cannot be a knight because he does not 
have the physique for it. The separation of noble status from the function of a knight is expressed 
in both the man’s stated desires and the woman’s response to them, and they both clearly 
indicate that noble status did not yet equal knighthood, nor vice versa. 
 Andreas Capellanus’ On Love offers insight into contemporaneous perceptions of status 
and the crystallizing division between commoners and the nobility in the 1180s. Angevin society 
was becoming more aware of, or at least was becoming more vocal about, such divisions. On 
                                                        
22 Capellanus, On Love, 79. Referencing a man’s physique when addressing his fitness for knighthood was not 
uncommon in the texts. Regarding the term ‘nobility:’ It is important to note that the reference of ‘lending nobility 
to a commoner’ refers to the nobility of a person’s character, not social status; it is explicitly separated from one’s 
‘rank in the text.’ 
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Love also reveals their view that knighthood did not convey nobility onto a person because it was 
an occupation, not a title or social status. Knighthood was not considered to be solely a noble 
pursuit, either, as the woman’s objection to the man’s becoming a knight was not that he was a 
commoner, but his physical build.  
The Idealization of Knighthood in the 1170s and 80s 
 The literature of the 1170s and 80s, particularly Chretien de Troyes’ new genre of 
Arthurian romances, likely helped to influence the perception that knighthood should encompass 
noble qualities of character in addition to traditional knightly qualities. There is ample evidence 
that the literature of this time reflected the reality of knighthood and simultaneously influenced 
the changing perceptions of it. Elspeth Kennedy has shown that knights of the real world were 
familiar with these works of literature.23 Moreover, there was a link between Chretien de Troyes 
and Henry of Blois, abbot of Glastonbury and bishop of Winchester. Henry was King Stephen’s 
brother and the uncle of Henri the Liberal of Champagne. Henri was married to Marie of 
Champagne, who, according to Chretien’s prologue to Knight of the Cart, requested the story. 
The romances were written in the vernacular French, which was directed towards the nobility 
and reflected both the increasing literacy rate and the popularity of Arthurian texts. 24 This 
generation of writers assumed that their audience was literate, or would at the very least hear the 
stories read aloud or sung by minstrels at court or social gatherings. They created characters that 
reflected the lifestyle, values, and the very world they lived in. Glastonbury Abbey even 
announced the discovery of King Arthur’s tomb on its premises in 1191. Ralph of Coggeshell’s 
                                                        
23 Elspeth Kennedy, “The Knight as Reader of Arthurian Romance,” in Culture and the King: The Social 
Implications of the Arthurian Legend, eds. Matrin B. Shichtman and James P. Carley, (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 1994), 70-90. 
24 See D.H. Green, The Beginnings of Medieval Romance, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), chapter 
three, Fictive Orality for a discussion on the public recitation and individual reading of literature in England and 
France. 
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Chronicon Anglorum states that “this year were found at Glastonbury the bones of the most 
renowned Arthur, formerly King of Britain, buried in a very ancient coffin… on which a leaden 
cross had been placed, bearing the inscription, ‘Here lies the famous King Arturius, buried in the 
Isle of Avalon.’”25  In order for this claim to benefit the abbey, the public would have had to 
know about Arthur. 
 Chretien’s romances are set in realistic environments, with knights serving a lord, 
participating in tournaments and fierce battles, living in a realm that mimicked that of Henry II. 
Arthur is presented as the ruler of Britain with vassal kings such as Lac of Estre-Gales (outer 
Wales).26 In Chretien’s Cliges, Arthur sailed across the Channel and was met enthusiastically by 
the people of Brittany as their king. Later he knighted Cliges in Nantes. Most of all, however, it 
would have been the storied heroes themselves who influenced the perception of what a knight 
should be. King Arthur and his most well-known knights are aristocrats: Gawain is the son of 
King Lot, Cliges is the son of the emperor of Constantine, Lancelot is the son of King Ban, and 
Bors and his brother Lionel are sons of the king of Gaul and Lancelot’s cousins, to name a few. 
The exception is Sir Kay the seneschal, Arthur’s foster brother. He was not born into nobility but 
was raised into it by Arthur and a good marriage, and he is the one with cruel and wicked 
tendencies that show his low birth, and the contrast serves to highlight the impeccable character 
and physical superiority of Arthur’s Knights of the Round Table that were in reality believed to 
be innate characteristics of the nobility.27 
 In addition to being members of the aristocracy, Chretien’s heroes are idealized. They are 
infused with incredible fighting skills, courage, honor, loyalty, physical strength and endurance, 
                                                        
25 Ralph of Coggeshell, Chronicon Anglorum, http://www.britannia.com/history/docs/coggeshl.html 
26 Armel Diverres, Arthur in Culhwch and Olwen and in the Romances of Chretien de Troyes, in Culture and the 
King: The Social Implications of the Arthurian Legend, eds. Matrin B. Shichtman and James P. Carley, (Albany: 
State University of New York Press, 1994), 61. 
27 This twelfth-century perception will be discussed further below. 
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eloquence, a sense of righteousness and justice, deliberateness, courtesy, authenticity, and 
integrity. These heroes combine the noble qualities of character with the knightly qualities of the 
warrior. In Cliges, for example, both Cliges and his father Alexander are presented as 
exceptional knights with impeccable moral standards. Alexander’s father, upon granting a small 
fortune to Alexander so that he may travel to Arthur's court to prove his prowess, emphasizes the 
importance of largesse, or generosity. He tells Alexander to “give and spend liberally… largesse 
alone makes one a worthy man, not high birth, courtesy, wisdom, gentility, riches, strength, 
chivalry, boldness, power, beauty, or any other gift.”28 Despite the emperor’s emphasis on 
largesse, every other quality that he lists along with it is an essential aspect of being a superior 
knight, both in the literature and reality. When Alexander first arrives at Arthur’s court, he 
behaves “modestly and politely,” is “not foolish and does not act haughtily or become puffed up 
or conceited,” but “giv[es] and spend[s] liberally.”29 He is even presented as being more 
honorable than King Arthur in war, being “wise and courteous in not having turned over the 
captive knights to the king, for he would have had them burned or hanged” for treason.30 As 
Alexander’s son, Cliges is assumed to possess all of the same traits. He is idealized, 
demonstrating each of above qualities and more throughout the text.31  
 The world and characters of the romances were based on reality, the heroes were not yet 
known to be fictitious, and they shared value systems with the knights in the audience. There is 
not sufficient evidence to show whether or not contemporaneous knights saw these tales as truth, 
fiction, or somewhere in between. Nonetheless, the similarities between the heroes of these 
stories and the later handbooks on knighthood suggests that knights in the real world sought to 
                                                        
28 Chretien de Troyes, "Cligés" in Chretien de Troyes: Arthurian Romances, ed. William W. Kibler (London: 
Penguin Books, 1991), 125. 
29 Ibid, 127, 128. 
30 Ibid, 130. 
31 Some qualities, such ignoring material gain, physical skill, ability, and endurance, are addressed in the following 
chapter. 
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emulate these heroes.32 Emulating noble behavior would have contributed to the increased 
esteem and the eventual noble belief that all knights should be of the nobility. 
Noble Superiority  
 As knighthood was being idealized in literature, members of the nobility further distanced 
themselves from the common people. The flavor of increasing differentiation is evident in the On 
Love quote above. As the century drew to an end, this distinction was drawn more forcefully, as 
the nobility believed that they were physically, intellectually, and morally superior. In the same 
conversation that was examined earlier in De Amore, the noblewoman tells the common man 
that,  
We are told that occasionally amongst kestrals are born certain birds which by 
their courage or fierceness subdue partridges, but because this achievement is 
acknowledged to be beyond their nature, people say that such fierceness cannot 
endure for more than a year, reckoning from their birth.33  
 
Even softening the rhetoric to a more realistic level, she is saying that even though for a short 
while a commoner might be able to exhibit moments of bravery, fierceness, or any virtue that is 
attributed to a nobleman, commoners were unable to sustain such behavior because it was 
unnatural for them due to their low birth. Therefore, it was wholly unnatural for a commoner to 
behave like, much less become a part of, a higher social stratum. This is similar to a statement 
further on in the text, that “it is not appropriate to instruct [the low-born] in love’s 
teaching…[such] behavior is naturally alien to them.”34 To the upper classes, higher virtues were 
unnatural for commoners, as were courtship and love. This attitude seems to be symptomatic of 
the social hierarchy being understood and accepted, at least by the nobility.  
                                                        
32 The handbook Le Roman des Eles will be discussed below. 
33 Capellanus, On Love, 75. 
34 Ibid, 223. 
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 Earlier in the century, it was believed that a knight could be of lower birth and possess the 
traditional qualities of a knight, such as loyalty, courage, and prowess. In this time of social 
change, were these same knights capable of possessing the increasingly important virtues that 
were being popularized? Could a petty knight be honorable, eloquent, courteous, amiable, and 
humble? In the early thirteenth century, standards designed to refine knightly behavior and to set 
knights apart would be established and the importance of elegant manners and courtesy were 
skills added to the traditional knightly skill of knowing how to best drive a sword through a 
hauberk or coif. It seems that, in the late twelfth century, knights and the nobility were beginning 
to believe that common men would not be suitable for the job, a belief that opened the door in 
the thirteenth century for some to claim that only noblemen could meet the developing 
expectations of being a knight. 
Le Roman des Eles and The Adoption of Noble Qualities of Character 
 In the early thirteenth century, the idea that knighthood should encompass noble qualities 
of character such as those idealized in Chretien de Troyes romances was a popular one. 
Handbooks and didactic writings such as Le Roman des Eles, or The Romance of the Wings, 
demonstrate that the idea had taken hold over a few generations, and that some of the nobility 
believed that only noblemen were able to fulfill such expectations. The Romance of the Wings 
was written by Raoul de Houdenc, a knight from Hodenc-en-Bray, c.1210.35 It is a didactic poem 
that concentrates on explaining the proper behavior of knights, focusing on distinctive qualities 
that were being adopted into the concept of knighthood in the late twelfth century. Before the 
poem gets to the heart of the message, The Romance emphasizes the importance of courtesy, 
which is set forth as a vital characteristic of knighthood. It goes so far as to say that “knighthood 
                                                        
35 Busby, Le Roman des Eles, 15. Hodenc-en-Bray is approximately 50 miles northwest of Paris. 
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is the fountain of courtesy, nor can anyone exhaust it.”36 It also claims that nobility is at the heart 
of being a knight, saying that “their name [knights], rightly speaking, is the true name of nobility 
[and] that if  [knights] were to recognize its lofty nature, they would not dare do some of the 
things they now do.”37 These emphases suggest that there were knights that did not adhere to the 
evolving perception of knighthood, suggesting in turn that such characteristics were not yet 
perceived as required, but were coming to be expected if a man were to reach a higher caliber of 
knighthood. 
 The Romance then explains the qualities that a knight should possess thorough a metaphor 
of wings and their feathers: The two wings of prowess with the right wing as liberality, and the 
left, courtesy. Each wing has seven feathers that represent different aspects of the larger concept.  
 The wing of liberality is about largesse: how to be generous and give freely. The first 
feather on the wing of liberality is courage, because liberality both stems from and produces 
bravery and a knight must be courageous enough to be open to new ideas and free from 
prejudice.38 The remainder of the feathers represent different aspects of largesse, a characteristic 
promoted in Cliges, and The Romance specifies that knights need to be freely generous to anyone 
in need whether they are rich or poor; to keep promises; to give gifts immediately instead of 
holding them for another occasion; to not become angry if their gifts are misplaced by the 
recipient, and to host fine, sumptuous feasts.39 The importance of largesse is explained in Cliges 
as “surpassing all other virtues and causes the good qualities it finds in a worthy man who 
comports himself well to be increased five-hundred fold. There is so much to be said of largesse 
that I could not tell the half.”40  
                                                        
36 Ibid, 161. 
37 Ibid, 161. 
38 Busby, Le Roman des Eles, 162-3. 
39 Ibid, 162-4. 
40 Chretien de Troyes, "Cligés," 125. 
 21 
 The second wing, courtesy, is made up of the feathers of various ways that one should 
comport oneself. First, a knight must honor the church, “for it is right and reasonable that it 
behove all knights to be aware that the knight was long endowed with his name in order to guard 
Holy Church. He who neither loves nor honours the Church should not be called courteous.”41 
This passage says that knights must honor the church because the church created knights, and not 
honoring the entity to which you owe your standing is dishonorable. The second and third 
feathers forbid pride and boasting, indicating that humility is another quality that knights should 
possess. The fourth feather encourages knights to always love and rejoice at the pleasure of 
others. The fifth forbids envy, as it is the cause of strife. The sixth teaches that no knight should 
be derisive or slanderous, and the seventh teaches that one should love truly for love’s sake.42 
 The Romance promotes an ideal of knighthood that is very similar the one popularized in 
the late twelfth century. Many of the qualities that are commended in The Romance are the same 
ones that are idealized in Cliges: generosity and largesse, honesty, humility, piety, honesty, being 
supportive of the successes of others, and to love honestly. It supports the concept that the ideals 
of knighthood that were popularized in the late twelfth century took hold and were eventually 
adopted.  
Conclusion 
 In the mid-twelfth century, knights had different levels of wealth and social status and 
came from both within the nobility and outside of it, which is evident in both Orderic and John 
of Worcester’s accounts of the White Ship disaster. John’s attitude towards the lone survivor 
Berol and his distinction between nobles and knights, coupled with Orderic’s distinction between 
the marine guards, knights, and the nobility, all show that, generally, people were referred to in 
                                                        
41 Busby, Le Roman des Eles, 164. The religious aspect of knighthood is also reflected in later dubbing ceremonies, 
discussed in chapter 2. 
42 Busby, Le Roman des Eles, 164-7. 
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terms of their social standing. That reference did not extend to military professions, whether 
soldier, marine guard, or knight. These were occupations, or social functions, and these men 
could come from either side of that blurred line between commoner and noble. There was no 
correlation between them, and our understanding of late twelfth-century Angevin knights would 
be skewed if we attempted to assign a social status or class.  
 A more accurate understanding of the knights’ place in society was functional. Social 
status was becoming more definitive and the nobility seems to have actively kept the commoners 
in their place. At the same time, contemporary literature idealized knighthood and its heroes 
were the embodiment of noble behavior and traditional warrior attributes. The perception that 
knights should possess the qualities of character that were expected of the nobility, in 
combination with the emphasis on the superiority of persons of the nobility, led to the concept 





























Chapter Two: The Social Significance of Dubbing Rituals and Ceremonies 
Introduction  
 As discussed in the previous chapter, the English nobility of the twelfth century were 
separating themselves from commoners by strengthening the boundaries of social status and 
emphasizing their own superiority. There can be little doubt that during this time a dubbing 
ceremony, during which a man was created a knight, was one of the events in a young 
nobleman’s life that could convey his social status or the wealth and power of his family.43 
Regardless of ceremony, the essence of being a knight had not changed; it still meant that he was 
a member of the military elite and an accomplished warrior. He was expected to display valor, 
prowess, loyalty, and honor, and to fulfill his military obligations.44  
 The amount of detail in the accounts varies widely, though as time went on, the sources 
offered more detail. In the earlier decades of the twelfth century, few sources offered details on 
dubbing rituals or ceremonies but it is evident that by 1130, dubbing seems to have become 
ritualized, centering on the act of girding a sword onto the new knight.45 If the brevity of the 
earlier accounts reflects the simplicity of the occasion, then it can be said that dubbings were 
rather straightforward occasions; however, it must be taken into consideration that the earlier 
sources examined here are chronicles, which were the main genre of historical writing, and were 
more concerned with political rather than social events. Late century sources include more 
detailed information about dubbings, especially those that were commissioned by the families 
themselves, such as personal family histories. Even though such sources were written to flatter 
                                                        
43 Boulton, "Classic Knighthood," 54. 
44 Maurice Keen, Chivalry, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 70. 
45 Boulton, “Classic Knighthood,” 53. In a dubbing ceremony, girding meant securing a swordbelt around the new 
knight’s waist and was symbolic of the attainment of elite military rank and, at times, investiture of authority. 
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the patron, there is value underneath the elaboration that is tucked into the background in the 
details, revealing social norms or expectations. The accounts of Arnold of Guines and Geoffrey 
le Bel reveal elaborate dubbing ceremonies for young noblemen that can be interpreted as a sign 
that such events had become an opportunity for the nobility to display their wealth and status, 
and that these expensive celebrations identified the social eminence of the nobility.46 In other 
cases, such as the dubbings of Henry I and Young King Henry, such dubbing ceremonies 
doubled as a public display of the power or wealth of the father. 
 In addition to what the ceremony conveyed, dubbing itself had significance, and the 
rituals, the location, and the circumstances all combine to tell a story. Jean Flori concluded that 
up until the 1180s, dubbing could be interpreted either as a mark of a nobleman’s entry into 
authority, or as his entry into the military order.47 The rituals incorporated into dubbing 
ceremonies added symbolic significance. The circumstances under which a young man was 
knighted also lend significance; for example, dubbings might take place on campaign or at court. 
For young men that were their father’s heirs, becoming a knight had long been regarded as a 
prerequisite to investiture of any power.48  
 A comparison of the relative extravagance of the dubbing ceremonies and the events 
related to them for three aristocratic young men reveal underlying social implications. The 
context of the dubbing of William the Conqueror’s son Henry, the future Henry I, in 1086 
reveals underlying political implications; the ceremony of Arnold, the son of Baldwin II de 
Guînes, in 1181 demonstrates that wealth and high social status were at times vaunted through a 
dubbing ceremony; and the accounts of Young King Henry’s two dubbings in 1170 and 1173 
                                                        
46 Boulton, “Classic Knighthood,” 57.  
47 Jean Flori, “Les origins de l’adoubement chevaleresque: Etude des remises d’armes et du vocabulaire qui les 
exprime dans les sources historiques latines jusqu’au début cu XIIIe siècle,” Traditio 35, (1979), 209-72, quoted 
in John Gillingham, The English in the Twelfth Century (Woodbrige: Boydell Press, 2000), 238. 
48 Matthew Strickland, Henry the Young King, 1155-1183, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2016), 82. 
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show the central importance of being knighted, both to the man being dubbed and his 
companions.  Elaborate ceremonies and minimalistic girding rituals were both acceptable forms 
of dubbing in the late twelfth century, exemplified by the two literary heroes of Chretien de 
Troyes’ Cliges.49 
 Religious rituals and symbolism that were included in some twelfth century ceremonies 
are strikingly similar to those in the early thirteenth century, and it is relatively safe to assume 
that the symbolism had not changed much. L’Orderne de Chevalerie, written in the 1220s, 
explains the rituals and symbolism that likely apply to those of the late twelfth century.50 
Henry I: A Political Power Play in the Early Twelfth Century 
 William the Conqueror’s son Henry, the future Henry I, was knighted in 1086.51  Henry 
was the third son and, at the time of his knighting, was not expected to sit on the throne in the 
future. Taking Flori’s analysis into account, Henry’s dubbing simply seems to be an entry into 
the military order. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle briefly mentions the occasion: “This year 
[William] bare his crown, and held his court, in Winchester at Easter; and he so arranged, that he 
was by the Pentecost at Westminster, and dubbed his son Henry a knight there.”52 
 There is nothing to indicate that this was an elaborate ceremony. Henry’s dubbing is 
reported quite simply: King William dubbed his son Henry a knight at Westminster. It is quite 
possible that there was a ritual performed and that the chronicler saw no reason to include details 
about Henry’s dubbing, especially considering that he was a third son and the Chronicle was 
                                                        
49 Henry the Young King was called as such because his father, Henry II of England, crowned him in 1170 as  co-
king of England, although one with less authority, in order to ensure his sucession to the throne. Young Henry 
predeceased his father, passing of dysentery in 1183, and consequently is not historically counted as a king in his 
own right. 
50 Busby, Le Roman des Eles. 
51 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, “The Avalon Project Documents in Law, History and Diplomacy.” Yale Law School 
Lillian Goldman Law Library. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle began around 890. It was the first attempt to give a 
systematic year-by-year account of English history and was continued by generations of anonymous scribes until 
the middle of the 1100s.  
52 Ibid. 
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concerned with larger-scale events. D’Arcy Boulton is convinced that the dubbing rite was 
relatively unimportant for men of the English aristocracy at this time, citing the minimal 
attention given to them by chroniclers.53 Dubbing Henry made him a knight, but as a prince it 
made him a knight who could likely gather and command a sizable military force; one that could 
support his father, the king. Taking this into account, what makes this passage interesting is what 
immediately follows. 
Afterwards [William I] moved about so that he came by Lammas to Sarum; where 
he was met by his councillors; and all the landsmen that were of any account over 
all England became this man's vassals as they were; and they all bowed themselves 
before him, and became his men, and swore him oaths of allegiance that they would 
against all other men be faithful to him.54 
 
 Although being knighted was a milestone in a young nobleman’s life, Henry’s dubbing is 
presented as a relatively minor event, but it is quite relevant to the context. The brief mention of 
his knighting immediately precedes a passage that marks William’s reassertion of incredible 
national power, hinting that the dubbing was relevant to the meeting at Sarum where William 
gathered the country’s wealthiest and most powerful men so that he could induce them to swear 
new oaths of allegiance to him. 
 The survey of England that resulted in the Domesday Book had been completed shortly 
before this.55 William likely used the Domesday Book at Sarum to emphasize the fact that all 
land tenure ultimately depended on him and, for landsmen to keep their tenure, their loyalties 
must lie with him.56 With exact tenure and property details in hand, and with another son who 
was (theoretically) formidable, these men would have had good reason to reaffirm their 
allegiance to William.  
                                                        
53 Boulton, “Classic Knighthood,” 77. 
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 In light of the fact that there is little detail of the actual dubbing, and that chroniclers 
typically emphasized what they believed was important, it is impossible to know for sure if 
William I intended to send any sort of message through his son’s dubbing. The context and the 
timing of the dubbing, however, suggest a connection with the meeting at Sarum. Henry’s 
dubbing not only marked his entrance into the military elite but, because it took place just before 
the meeting at Sarum, it was also a reminder of William’s power and authority. It seems that the 
underlying social implication of Henry’s dubbing was political and more about his father than 
himself: that William had authority over all of England and the men within, and he intended to 
keep it.  
Dubbing Ceremonies and Rituals in the Late Twelfth Century 
 By the late twelfth century, knightly dubbings had become ritualized. There were three 
core elements of a dubbing ritual: the oath, the girding, and the colée, or blow, indicating a blow 
to the knight’s shoulder with the flat of a sword or an embrace around the neck, although at the 
end of the twelfth century it is unclear which action it refers to.57  Swearing an oath of loyalty 
was a vital part of becoming a knight who was entering the service of the man knighting him, 
and it made the relationship between knight and lord mutually beneficial. A new knight was 
promoted into a distinguished, respected, and militarily elite position. When he was taken into a 
household, he became an elite professional warrior who was sworn to serve a man who was his 
social superior. Although the specific wording of an oath is rarely included in the textual 
descriptions, the intention of oaths of fealty, or loyalty, can be found elsewhere. In the 1150s, 
John of Salisbury wrote in Policraticus: 
                                                        
57 D’A. J.D. Boulton, “Classic Knighthood,” 95. Note on colée: Boulton concludes it that seems most likely “that the 
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The formula of fidelity requires what is inserted in it as necessary to faith: it 
enjoins what is secure, safe, honourable, useful, easy, and possible. Were we 
bound to someone by the constrains of fidelity, we would neither injure the 
security of his body nor withdraw the provisions on the basis of which he is safe 
nor presume to undertake anything which would diminish his honour or 
usefulness; and it is permitted neither to make difficult what is easy nor to make 
impossible what is possible.58 
 
To the nobleman receiving the oath, the knight swore to be loyal to him, to act in his best 
interests, and to fight for him when needed. As a lord’s power was partially tied to his retinue 
and military following, it benefitted him to take knights into his service.  
 The girding of the sword symbolized the knight’s duty to uphold justice and defend the 
Church, widows, orphans and the poor.59 In England, knights who had been girded came to be 
referred to as such and were likely of noble birth, while those of lower social status probably 
continued to be admitted to knighthood by an unceremonious delivery of arms, possibly 
accompanied by a blow with the hand or sword, although it is not possible to know for sure.60 A 
man’s dubbing was often communicated in the chronicles solely by the mention of his girding. In 
the case of King Stephen’s son Eustace, the Gesta Stephani is slightly more detailed than the 
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle when it reports that in 1147, Stephen “honoured his son by girding him 
with the belt of knighthood in the presence of the barons.”61 There are three signals within this 
simple account that reveal contemporary understanding of dubbings. First, that it was an honor 
and consequently was not to be taken or bestowed lightly. Second, that people understood what 
“girding the belt of knighthood” meant, both literally and symbolically, and specifically that 
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 29 
Eustace had been dubbed a knight and was now a part of the military elite. Third, the presence of 
barons implies that it was not a private event and that it was important enough to warrant 
witnesses of high social status. 
Geoffrey le Bel: A Case of 1170s Presentism 
 Dubbing ceremonies, rather than simple rituals, became an opportunity for noblemen to 
display their wealth and status for the families of young noblemen in the late twelfth century. On 
such occasions, the young men who were to be knighted often participated in rituals beforehand, 
which typically included spending the night prior in vigil at a church and taking a bath of 
spiritual purification.62 In Gesta Consulum Andegavorum, John of Marmoutier gives one of the 
few detailed accounts of a dubbing ceremony for a nobleman, Geoffrey le Bel.63 Although 
Geoffrey was dubbed in 1128, the chronicle was written in the early 1170s and described an 
elaborate ceremony:  
 
On the great day, as was required by the custom for making knights, baths were 
prepared for use. After having cleansed his body, and come from the purification 
of bathing, the noble offspring of the count of Anjou dressed in a linen undershirt, 
putting on a robe woven with gold and a surcoat of a rich purple hue: his 
stockings were of silk, and on his feet he wore shoes with little golden lions on 
them. His companions, who were to be knighted with him, were all clothed in 
linen and purple. He left his privy chamber and paraded in public, accompanied 
by his noble retinue… He wore a matching hauberk made of double mail, in 
which no hole had been pierced by spear or dart. He was shod in iron shoes, also 
made from double mail. To his ankles were fastened golden spurs. A shield hung 
from his neck, on which the lights of many precious gems, tempered in such a 
way that no sword could break or pierce it. He carried an ash spear with a point of 
Poitevin iron, and finally, a sword from the royal treasure.64 
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The Gesta’s description is a far more detailed account than what is included in the chronicles 
from the early decades of the century. Because its purpose was to demonstrate the history of 
wealth and power of the family, sources such as these show that dubbing ceremonies were 
opportunities to throw an elaborate event and publicly display their wealth, status, and power, 
reinforcing the concept of noble superiority. The luxurious garments and accoutrements, the 
group dubbing, and the public display along with the specifically knightly garments and 
equipment support the idea that dubbing ceremonies had become more elaborate and noteworthy 
in the late twelfth century Angevin Empire. This work tells the history of Angevin counts 
beginning with Tertullus in the ninth century and ending with Geoffrey. Being a vita of 
Geoffrey’s life, it was dedicated to Henry II of England and was intended as a model for him to 
follow. Presenting his ancestor’s dubbing as a lavish event more at home in the 1170s was a way 
to express the long history of the family wealth and power. The amount of detail and the richness 
of the ceremony are more congruous with the dubbing ceremonies of the late twelfth century 
than those of earlier decades. Matthew Strickland is certain that Geoffrey’s ceremony reflects 
late twelfth century practices rather than those of the earlier decades and seems to be correct in 
his assessment, although because of the lack of detail in the earlier sources, there is no way to be 
sure.65  
 John of Marmoutier also includes Christian rituals in Geoffrey’s preparation. Explanations 
for such things do not appear until the early thirteenth century, one of the earliest sources being 
the anonymous l’Orderne de Chevalerie.66 It was probably composed before 1250 and, 
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according to Maurice Keen, it achieved widespread popularity.67 There is probably little 
historical truth to the story, but the true value lies in what it reveals about contemporaneous 
Christian perceptions of a knight.68  
Religious Symbolism Revealed: L’Orderne de Chevalerie 
 L’Orderne is the story of Hue of Tabarie responding to Saladin’s request to “know fully 
the manner in which knights are made.”69 Saladin was Muslim and asked his prisoner, Hue, 
about knighthood.  Hue refused to dub him, and replied, “you are vile as regards the religion of 
goodness, baptism and faith.”70 As Saladin’s prisoner, he is forced into teaching Saladin the 
rituals that a knight performed to prepare for his dubbing and the significance of each. First, he 
instructs Saladin to take a bath. When Saladin asked the purpose of if, Hue replies, “just as the 
child leaves the font free from sin when he is brought from baptism, Sire, so you should leave 
this bath without any wickedness, for knighthood should bathe in honesty, in courtesy, and in 
goodness, and be beloved of all people.”71 Ablution seems to be symbolic of both purification of 
sin and an immersion in what Hue viewed to be the moral values that partly comprised 
knighthood. It seems likely that the symbolism had not changed much since the late twelfth 
century, as John of Marmoutier distinctly says that Geoffrey both cleansed his body and came 
from the “purification of bathing,” suggesting a cleansing of the body as well the soul.72  
 Later, Hue put spurs on Saladin’s feet and explains that their purpose is to spur on his 
horse, and they mean “that you should always be of a mind to love God all your life, for thus do 
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knights who love him deeply from the heart they always serve him with a tender heart.”73 It 
seems less likely that Geoffrey’s golden spurs symbolized loving and serving God. His dubbing 
was public and elaborate, and he was adorned head to toe in rich garments, emphasizing power 
and wealth, not religion or Christian values. It seems more likely that instead, they represented 
the speed which his horse provided him as well as his distinction as a mounted warrior. 
Then Hue girds the sword onto Saladin. L’Orderne differs from the suggestions in earlier texts 
that imply that girding was the ritual that bestowed knighthood. Here, when Hue girds a sword 
onto Saladin, he says, 
this is safeguard against the attack of the enemy. Just as you see two edges that 
tell you that a knight should always possess justice and loyalty together, so this 
means, it seems to me, that he should protect the poor man so that the rich men 
cannot harm them, and support the weak man so that the stronger cannot bring 
him to shame.74 
 
To the author, girding the sword was symbolic of the justice that he believed a knight should 
stand for and enforce. He suggests that knights should protect those who cannot protect 
themselves against the transgressions by the rich. The sword therefore became symbolic of 
righteousness and did not admit the man into the ranks of knights; this was the power of the 
accolade. 
 Hue does not dare give Saladin the accolade, saying that “it is a reminder to the knight of 
him who dubbed him and ordained him, but I will not give it to you, for I am here in your prison, 
and I should commit no wickedness.”75 Hue refused to dub Saladin earlier in the text. Here he 
reiterates his refusal to dub Saladin, reminding the audience that he finds Saladin’s religious 
beliefs vile, a statement that finishes with “I would be undertaking a great folly if I were to wish 
to bedeck and cover a dunghill with silken sheets so that it could never stink…in the same way I 
                                                        




would be making a mistake if I were to confer such an order on you.”76 Hue’s vehement 
opposition to knighting Saladin and his subsequent agreement to teach him the manner in which 
knights are made is enough to support the concept that, even though Saladin was girded, he was 
not dubbed a knight. This suggests that in the thirteenth century, the symbolism of the rituals of 
dubbing ceremonies already had or was in the process of acquiring richer religious symbolism.  
 L’Orderne is religious and didactic, and it is quite likely that its composition represents a 
desire to explain the duties and functions of the knight in Christian terms, perhaps as an answer 
to the promotion of secular ideals in the romances.77 In comparison, it seems that earlier 
dubbings were of a predominantly secular nature, allowing for an emphasis on a family’s wealth 
and power instead of their piety as exemplified by Geoffrey le Bel and Arnold of Guines in the 
late twelfth century.  
Arnold of Guines: A Show of Wealth and Status 
 One hundred years after Henry I’s knighting, increasing sophistication and lavishness of 
dubbing ceremonies added symbolism to the occasion. Dubbings themselves still represented 
entry into the military order and a young man’s coming of age, or even the acquisition of worldly 
authority, and in themselves did not imply high social status.78 The extravagant ceremonies were 
what symbolized the nobility’s power and wealth. Arnold, the son of Count Baldwin II of 
Guines, was knighted in 1181.79  His dubbing ceremony and the following celebration are 
recorded in Lambert of Ardres’ The History of the Counts of Guines and Lords of Ardres.  
Then the count of noteworthy memory, his father, showed with most evident signs 
how much joy he felt at Arnold's coming [home]. In fact, he called his sons and 
acquaintances and friends to his court at Guines on the holy day of Pentecost in 
1181 and… gave Arnold the military accolade and initiated him into full manhood 
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with oaths. Along with Arnold, Baldwin also honored Eustace of Salperwick, 
Simon of Nielles-lez-Ardre, Eustace of Nord-Ausque, and Walo of Preures with 
oaths, military equipment, and supplies and they spent the solemn day with noble 
and refined food and drink, whiling away and passing the day of sempiternal joy in 
as much pleasure as they could. Then Arnold, newly clad in knightly garments, 
jumped into their midst and gave money to the minstrels, mimes, players, clowns, 
servants, attendants, and performers, and all those who called and cried out his 
name.80 
 
Arnold’s knighting ceremony is a clear representation of what the dubbing had come to mean for 
noblemen in the late twelfth century, and how the nobility’s perception of knighthood was 
changing. Arnold’s ceremony was an event to be celebrated in private and by the public, 
showing that it was an occasion to display the family’s wealth, status, and power.  
 This was a large and involved event. The count invited not only his friends but 
acquaintances as well, implying that a relatively large crowd attended the ceremony. The count 
was one of the wealthy few who had the space and the resources to host such a gathering and the 
size alone would set a nobleman’s dubbing apart from a commoner’s. It is notable that he 
supplied enough noble food and wine for everyone because good food, and plenty of it, was only 
available to the wealthy. The lower masses of the population had very basic food sources and 
rarely had much to spare. Additionally, the entertainment provided after the dubbing seems not 
just adequate, but excessive. In addition to the mimes, clowns, and performers, there were 
minstrels, players, and performers who would not have performed simultaneously, else they 
would have drowned each other out. This lasted all day, which the new knights passed in leisure, 
another mark of the nobility. They did not need to spend their days toiling in the fields or plying 
a trade for their income.  
 Adding to Arnold’s distinction, the following day he paraded through town and “was 
received in church with a procession and with bells ringing, while the monks and clergy in joy 
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intoned ‘Virtue and Honor to the Highest Trinity’ in his praise, and the people also called out and 
exulted in joy.”81 His entry into full manhood was not only an event for noble peers, but one to 
be celebrated publicly. Lambert claims that virtually the entire town was overcome with joy and 
sang his praises that day. Arnold was celebrated publicly and made a procession through town, 
ensuring public awareness of both his promotion into the knightly military elite and his family’s 
wealth and social status.  The size, scope, and lavishness of Arnold’s dubbing marks it out as 
distinctly noble.   
 The late twelfth century also brought mass knightings to the more elaborate ceremonies. 
Knighting the son of a king or great lord often involved dubbing of a number of his 
companions.82 There is little doubt that most of those who were made knights en masse were rich 
young men of good birth and had been nourished and trained together at court.83 For example, 
Eustace was dubbed alongside Arnold, and they had also trained together at the court of Count 
Philip of Flanders. Lambert notes that when it was time for him to become a knight, Arnold 
“hastened with his man Eustace of Salperwick to his father in Guines.”84 In addition to Arnold 
and Eustace, there were a number of other young noblemen being dubbed along with Arnold. 
Every one of the young men received military equipment and supplies which would have been 
some combination of weapons and protective gear such as a shield or hauberk or a saddle and 
reins. However, the chronicles more often than not omit these details, and it is likely that the 
equipment supplied to the new knights was dependent upon the individuals involved.  
 To contemporaneous society, Arnold’s ceremony was likely familiar, if not representative, 
of dubbing ceremonies for the nobility, as similar ceremonies are depicted in the literature of 
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Chretien de Troyes.85 In the romance Cliges for example, Alexander’s goal as a young man is to 
prove his prowess to the knights of the Round Table and to be dubbed a knight by Arthur 
himself.86 When Alexander is finally satisfied that he has shown himself worthy of the 
distinction, he asks Arthur to dub him and his companions. Arthur was quite willing to do so, and 
in preparation for the dubbing, he ordered equipment enough for thirteen knights…as each 
knight requested his own equipment, it was handed to him: fine armour and a good horse, and 
each took it. The armour, robes, and the horses for the twelve were each of equal value; but 
Alexander’s equipment, were anyone to price or sell, was worth as much as the other twelve 
combined. At the edge of the sea they undressed, washed and bathed themselves.87 
 Similar to Arnold, Alexander was dubbed with a group of companions, and each was 
given knightly equipment and supplies, specifically armor, robes, and horses. The gifts in the 
romance are glamorous, as is typical in twelfth century literature, and could be indicative of the 
quality of equipment typically supplied to a young noble knight in reality. Cliges is 
contemporaneous to Arnold’s ceremony, written approximately five years before Arnold was 
knighted, c.1176, and Chretien’s romances reflected the real world in many ways. It is unlikely 
that he would have written about a knighting ceremony, which every knight had experienced, in 
a such way that his audience would not relate to it. 
Henry the Young King: A Royal or a Martial Dubbing? 
 Girding the sword onto a new knight, or delivering arms to him, was at the heart of the 
dubbing ritual in the examples of Henry I in 1086 and King Stephen’s son Eustace in 1147. Even 
though there is evidence to show that the aristocracy in late twelfth century held elaborate 
dubbing ceremonies, such occasions were not essential to the ritual itself. At its core, being a 
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knight was still about distinguishing oneself as a warrior. It was not necessary to conduct an 
elaborate ceremony, especially one of Arnold’s magnitude, of which Henry the Young King is an 
excellent example. 
 If the sources are correct, then Young Henry was dubbed twice. His first dubbing is 
mentioned only in Gervase of Canterbury’s chronicle, and his second is found only in the History 
of William Marshal which can be considered a credible source for the purposes here.88 Gervase 
briefly mentions that the Young King was knighted at his coronation ceremony in 1170: “Ipsa 
die Henricum filium suum militem fecit,…Coronavit Henry,” which translates to “On this day, 
Henry made his son a knight…He crowned Henry.”89 This is a simple statement and, as we have 
seen in the dubbings of 1086 and 1147, such brevity would not have been unusual especially 
considering that the coronation was the high point of the occasion.  
 The similarity of the Young Henry’s dubbing to that of Henry I in1086 is also striking. 
The majority of both passages are about their fathers.90 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle’s passage on 
Henry I and William focuses on William’s power play at Sarum. Gervese’s passage above 
focuses on the insult that Henry II dealt to Canterbury. He presents the coronation as an 
audacious move of the Henry II, who insisted that the Archbishop of York perform the 
coronation rite instead of Thomas Becket, the Archbishop of Canterbury who held that right by 
custom. Gervase, a monk at Canterbury, was expressing his outrage at the violation of 
Canterbury’s customary rights.  
 William Stubbs says in his introduction to The Historical Works of Gervase of Canterbury 
that the historical value of this section is questionable, as Gervase was not eyewitness.91 It is 
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quite possible that Gervase assumed that Young Henry was knighted at his coronation and made 
a note of it in what seems to have been the customary fashion. At this point in the chronicle, he is 
mostly concerned with the troubles of Canterbury and its archbishop, Thomas Becket, and 
Henry’s violation of Canterbury’s cherished and jealously guarded privilege of performing the 
coronation rites for the kings of England.92 Additionally, Roger of Hoveden, an active chronicler 
at the time of the coronation, makes no mention of the Young King’s knighting even though he 
was careful to note the knighting of William the Lion’s younger brother David at Windsor that 
same year.93 Roger’s account of Young Henry’s coronation reads: 
he himself caused the above-named Henry, his son, to be crowned and 
consecrated king at Westminster, by Roger, archbishop of York, who was assisted 
in this duty by Hugh, bishop of Durham, Walter, bishop of Rochester, Gilbert, 
bishop of London, and Jocelyn, bishop of Salisbury; no mention whatever being 
made of the blessed Thomas, archbishop of Canterbury, to whom by right of his 
see the coronation and consecration belonged.94 
 
Considering that Gervase wrote at least eighteen years after the fact, the lack of any other 
contemporary evidence, and Stubb’s conclusion regarding the lack of historical accuracy of this 
section of text, one can reasonably assume that the Young King was not actually knighted at his 
coronation. 
 The account of the Henry’s second dubbing seems more likely, found in the History of 
William Marshal.95 This is the life story of William Marshal, written by a layman in the 
vernacular French shortly after Marshal’s death at the request of his son. The narrative style, 
language, and the topic itself reveals that the intended audience was the lay nobility, especially 
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knights, who would have connected with the story on a personal level. In his book William 
Marshal: Court, Career, and Chivalry in the Angevin Empire, 1147-1219, David Crouch 
confirms much of the history presented in the book through his own research.96 As such, the 
History is considered to be reliable in terms of dates and events. However, it is written in the 
flowery literary style of the times and at times embellishes truths about people, and the History 
must be read with that in mind. 
 The History reports that William Marshal knighted the Young King on campaign in 1173. 
Young Henry and his forces were near the northern border of Anjou just north of Tours, allied 
with his brothers Richard and Geoffrey, King Louis VII of France, William the Lion, and the 
counts of Flanders, Bologne, and Blois in open rebellion against his father Henry II.97 On 
receiving reports that his father was near Tours with an army, Young Henry and his knights 
vowed to fight. Then one of his men said, “But one thing, my lord. You’re not yet knighted. Not 
everyone’s happy with that. We’d be all the more effective a force if your sword were rightly 
girded: your retinue would be all the braver, prouder, in better, happier heart!”98  
 The sentiments revealed in this statement effectively sum up how the men wanted to feel 
about the king he was about to follow into battle, and is a powerful indication of the way that 
knights in general probably felt. It all points to confidence. To be proud of who one fights for, 
and to follow a man into war with bravery and a happy heart requires a significant amount of 
confidence in the man in charge. This man is saying that Young Henry needed to be knighted for 
the sake of his men because of how knights were perceived. Henry immediately complied. 
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So his sword was brought before him; and taking it into his hands he strode up to 
the Marshal, bold and valiant man that he was, and said: ‘I wish to receive this 
honour, good sir, from God and from you.’ The Marshal had no wish to refuse; he 
gladly girded the sword, and kissed him, so the Young King was now a knight.99 
 
 
This simple act reveals what was at the heart of the dubbing ceremony.  Even if the Young King 
had already been knighted, what mattered to his knights was that they would be led into the field 
by a knight. Following a king was not quite enough – they needed for him to be a knight, 
confirmed into the ranks of the military elite and a symbol of life as a warrior. 
 Circling back to the question of the Young Henry’s two dubbings, the History clearly 
claims that the first had not taken place. This is reiterated later on in 1216 when the English 
magnates decided that Marshal should dub the child-king Henry III partly because he had already 
knighted one king. It is, of course, possible that Young Henry was dubbed twice. If he was, 
contemporary knights would have appreciated the differing emphases of these ceremonies. The 
first was ceremonial and emphasized the Young King’s royal standing, power, and wealth. The 
second was much simpler, including only the essential rituals of the girding of the sword and the 
kiss, emphasizing the martial core of knighthood. 
 The romances recognize the simple dubbing of a knight before battle. Cliges, anticipating 
a forthcoming battle, requested to be knighted just before battle. “Cliges, who was eager for the 
fight, was sure that he would be able to defend himself well. He requested arms from the 
emperor, and asked that he be knighted. So the emperor graciously gave him armour…when he 
was armed from head to toe the emperor, with a heavy heart, came to gird on the sword at his 
side.”100 Then Cliges charged off. Girding was enough, especially in the field just before battle. 
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It stripped away all undertones of wealth, power, and family status, and focused on the dignity of 
a worthy man entering into the military elite. 
Conclusion 
 Although few dubbings are described at any length in the late twelfth century, the 
descriptions still offer insight into the messages conveyed by the rituals and ceremonies. The 
details and circumstances of a dubbing ceremony communicated more than the simple message 
that a young man had become a knight, and Cliges reflected that society understood the message. 
 Regardless of ceremony, the essence of being a knight hadn’t changed during the twelfth 
century, but the manner in which a young nobleman was dubbed had. Formal dubbing 
ceremonies had become elaborate affairs among the nobility that involved mass knightings, gifts 
of military equipment, rich clothing, and public displays of wealth and status. Arnold of Guines’ 
ceremony was a large affair that was celebrated both privately and publicly. It also included both 
secular and religious rituals. In comparison to the thirteenth century l’Orderne, in which such 
rituals are full of religious symbolism, Arnold’s seems quite secular. Its size and the luxury of 
every aspect of his ceremony gives the impression that this was an opportunity to publicly 
display a family’s wealth, power, and status just as much as it was to celebrate Arnold’s 
knighting. 
 Simpler reports of dubbing ceremonies, such as Henry I and Young King Henry’s, show 
that elaborate ceremonies were not necessary. The reports of the dubbings of both of these 
princes were brief, though no less important than the elaborate ceremonies. Henry I’s knighting 
and the Young King’s first reported dubbing seem to have been host to political maneuvers by 
their fathers:  Henry I’s father, William the Conqueror, reasserted that he was the ultimate 
authority in England just after his third son was dubbed. The context implies that his dubbing 
was a political maneuver that bolstered the public perception of William’s military strength. If 
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Young Henry was dubbed at his coronation, the significance was overshadowed by both his 
coronation and the political move by his father, Henry II, shown by the lack of evidence in other 
sources. The dubbing ceremonies of both of these young men suggest that the larger picture of 
politics was considered more important than a young prince entering the military elite. 
 The Young King’s second reported dubbing offers insight into what being knighted meant 
to the young men of the time: it represented the traditional warrior ethos: prowess, bravery, 
military skill, and leadership. It boosted the confidence of one’s brothers-in-arms. This dubbing 
also demonstrates that a simple ritual of girding a sword was enough, revealing that the essence 
































Chapter Three: The Role of Tournaments 
Introduction  
 Tournaments played a role in the changing social perceptions of knights and knighthood in 
the late twelfth century Angevin Empire while serving a pragmatic purpose for participants.  
This chapter addresses how Knights were able to establish or augment their reputations as 
warriors through a public display of prowess that was at the heart of a tournament. Additionally, 
the performance of Chretien de Troyes’ knights in literary tournaments served as a model for 
knights to emulate in real life. Tournaments were a popular pastime for young noblemen of the 
late twelfth century, such as Henry the Young King, and it seems that real and literary knights 
developed a harmonious, mutually reinforcing relationship that helped change contemporaneous 
perceptions of what a knight should be.  
 The late twelfth-century Arthurian romances are notable sources for understanding the 
social perceptions of contemporaneous tournaments. From the 1170s on, tournaments took a 
more central role in literature and the heroes and, in addition to the traditional qualities of a 
warrior, were imbued with the ideals and behaviors that we recognize today as chivalry. In the 
literature, tournaments were where the heroes won the hearts of ladies, publicly displayed their 
prowess, strength, and courage, and earned fame. Chretien de Troyes’ works showcased knights 
with idealized value systems and astonishing physical abilities that, despite seeming impossible 
at times, both reflected and influenced contemporary perceptions of the values that a knight 
should embrace and the character traits that he should possess. 
 The History of William Marshal, introduced in chapter two, also highlights tournament 
scenes, as they were essential in building Marshal’s career. These scenes reveal the disparity 
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between literary and actual tournaments. Buried underneath the praise for Marshal and the 
Young King lie glimpses into both the reality of the tournament experience and the motivations 
for participating. The author’s generous praise and flowery language in his descriptions of 
Marshal and Young Henry’s performance in the History’s tournament scenes are reminiscent of 
Chretien’s literary style, and makes one wonder if the victories were quite so decisive and 
absolute. However, the grandiose language is not applied in the author’s description of 
tournaments as events, such as the initial charge that begins a melee or the violence of a rout. 
The specific tournament scenes are not the focus of the narrative, but rather the setting in which 
his heroes excel, and they are rather straightforward and brief. These are scenes with which his 
audience would have been very familiar and, in keeping with his purpose of telling a history of 
actual events, it is altogether likely that his descriptions are realistic accounts of late twelfth 
century tournaments. This chapter contextualizes the ideals and practices presented in both 
Chretien de Troyes’s works and the History of William Marshal, revealing a fuller understanding 
of the experience and the opportunities that twelfth-century tournaments offered to knights and 
why they would choose to participate.  
  In order to understand the role of twelfth-century tournaments, it is necessary to first 
understand the experience. The prevailing modern perception of a medieval tournament is that of 
a joust: two men facing off against each other on horseback, wearing specialized, full-body suits 
of plate armor and armed with lances, charging toward each other on either side of a wooden rail 
and surrounded by grandstands full of spectators cheering on their favorite knights. Although this 
imagery does resemble a fifteenth-century tournament, much had changed since the late twelfth 
century when tournaments had not centered on individual jousts but on the melee, a mock battle 
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between two opposing sides of armed, mounted knights. The object was not to kill or harm men 
from the opposing side, but to capture and ransom as many of them as possible.101  
      Modern scholarly studies of medieval tournaments span centuries, broadly tracing and 
analyzing the changes that they underwent over time. No work specifically on tournaments in the 
late twelfth century exists despite their importance to some knights of Angevin England and the 
continent. Therefore, reconstructing a tournament from this specific time period requires some 
assembly. The tournament and its components described in this chapter have been pieced 
together based on the research of several historians.  
 Historically, in regard to the elements, logistics, and evolution of tournament, R. Coltman 
Clephan follows the sport from its murky origins in the eleventh century through its apogee in 
the fifteenth in Medieval Tournament and concludes that twelfth-century tournaments were 
violent military exercises and a competitive sport that were characterized by “all the romantic 
fire of ‘knight-errantry.’” 102 David Crouch’s Tournament narrows the time period somewhat, 
focusing on the early twelfth through the thirteenth centuries and examines all aspects of 
tournaments, and infers that twelfth century tournaments were well-organized events that had 
developed a standard order of events and required patrons and organizers.103 As for the social 
role of tournaments, Richard Barber’s The Knight and Chivalry spans the continent and England 
from the tenth century onward, and concludes that the tournament developed in the absence of a 
centrally organized method for the training of cavalry armed with lances, and that it quickly 
became an end in itself. Barber also maintains that there was certain amount of honor attached to 
a knight’s participation and, in his examination of the evolving role of chivalry and its 
incorporation into the aristocratic knightly ethos, notes that the rise of the tournament’s 
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popularity coincided with the emergence of the literary genre of romance.104 Georges Duby’s 
The Chivalrous Society examines social attitudes and ideology in the eleventh through the 
thirteenth centuries and connects the participation of young noblemen of the time, including 
Henry the Young King, to the popularity of both tournaments and contemporary romance 
literature.105 Matthew Strickland’s biographical Henry the Young King 1155-1183 elaborates on 
Duby’s connection with historical evidence specific to Young Henry and his influence on the 
popularity of tournaments in the late twelfth century.106 
Reconstructing a Late Twelfth-Century Tournament  
 Overall, a tournament could host hundreds or even thousands of men and required vast 
tracts of land. In England, designated tournament sites were next to towns until Henry II 
reinstated the ban on tournaments in 1155.107 During the ban, English knights travelled to the 
continent to participate in tournaments. In northern France, sites were located between two 
settlements, such as Ressons-sur-Matz and Gournay-sur-Aronde which were seven miles apart 
and would have offered a tournament field of 1,974 acres, or three square miles, of open fields, 
woods, and rivers or creeks.108 When Richard I permitted tournaments to be held in England 
again in 1194, he specified permissible tournament sites that could be used under royal license: 
Salisbury-Wilton, Warwick-Kennilworth, Brackley-Mixborough, Stamford-Wasford and Blyth-
                                                        
104 Barber, The Knight and Chivalry, (London: Longman, 1970). 
105 Georges Duby, The Chivalrous Society, trans. Cynthia Postan, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1977). 
See 112-122 and 178-185. Although Duby’s focus is on the French, these attitudes and ideals also apply to the 
English; Henry the Young King of England is one of the young aristocrats to whom Duby attributes the popularity 
of the tournament and the ideals presented in literature. 
106 Strickland, Henry the Young King, 239-258. 
107 Ibid, 241. Henry was concerned with maintaining control and the potential for violent disorder that tournaments 
could have sparked in England; his ban did not extend to continental Angevin land. 
108 David Crouch, Tournament, (London: Hambledon and London, 2005), 51. Crouch references Annales de 
Dunstaplia, in Annales Monastici iii, 60. 
 47 
Tickhill.109 Each of the two participating teams would lodge in one of the two settlements, either 
camped or, if it was in a town, in lodgings, with the tournament field between them. 
 Tournaments featured two opposing teams, typically organized by nation or region. The 
regions represented were generally that of the tournament’s patrons, and these men were 
ultimately in charge of the tournament. Each patron recruited participants for his own side and 
likely worked with the other to advertise the tournament. To ensure a good showing of 
combatants, sponsors recruited family, friends, and liege men that had retinues of their own. In a 
letter dated to the late twelfth to early thirteenth centuries, an earl wrote to a lesser lord 
requesting his participation in his tournament: 
 
An earl to a baron, greetings … we have lately sworn a tournament with a knight 
of ours, to which it is fitting for us to invite those of our friends who have training 
in arms, so that when we come with the said knight to the appointed place for the 
tournament we may not appear wholly devoid of companions… you should – if 
you wish – come to that place and be prepared to rally to our banner.110 
 
The earl was a patron of the tournament, and we can assume that he wanted to make a good 
showing. The understanding is that the baron would attend with his own knights and fight on the 
earl’s side and under his banner.111 The opposing side was being organized by one of the baron’s 
own knights. Given the social ties between the earl and his knight, it may be that they were 
recruiting some of the same men, hence the reference to appearing wholly devoid of companions, 
even if the phrase was overly modest for an earl.  
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royal licensing of tournament grounds, requiring payment of fees and prohibiting pillaging by knights en route to 
the tournament. For the tournament grounds available for license, see David Crouch, Tournament (London: 
Hambledon and London, 2005), 5. 
110 “An Earl Invites a Baron to Join His Tournament Retinue,” in Martha Carlin and David Crouch, eds., Lost Letters 
of Medieval Life: English Society 1200 - 1250, trans. Martha Carlin and David Crouch, (Philadelphia, 2013), 201–
2. A sworn tournament meant that the tournament organizers would have sworn oaths that their participants would 
not violate the king's peace while en route to the tournament site. 
111 Many noblemen had their own banners that identified them on the field. In a tournament, like in battle, it 
represented a group of men that was fighting for one side, led by the bannermen. Following sections will refer to 
other statements within this same letter, and for ease of identification the author is referred to simply as the earl. 
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 The number of participants in tournaments ranged in size. One of the largest tournaments 
in the late twelfth century was held at Lagny-sur-Marne in 1179.112 The author of the History 
puts the figure at three thousand participants, naming one duke and nineteen counts, and noted 
that the Young King had five hundred and sixty knights who rode under fifteen bannerets, 
including that of William Marshal.113  It was one of the largest tournaments of its age and should 
not be considered typical in terms of numbers; the number of participants commonly ranged 
from a few to several hundred. Unattached knights could show up on their own and choose, or be 
assigned to, a side. 
 The morning of the tournament, both sides would gather in their respective recets, or lists, 
which were large enclosures with movable barriers on either end, decorated with tapestries and 
heraldic devices of the leading men on that team.114 Nearby, temporary stands would have been 
set up for spectators, where they would watch the opening procession and the grand charge —the 
exciting initial charge of the tournament—and any fighting that took place within the view of the 
stands.115 The lists and the stands were usually built for the day and placed nearby one another. 
 When both teams had armed, mounted, and gathered at the lists, somewhat of a parade 
opened the event. Music played while knights rode onto the field under their lord’s banners, 
shouting their war cries. One can imagine this exhibition to be similar to modern sporting events, 
where each team bursts onto the field amid cheers, chants and music, galvanizing the combatants 
and spectators alike.  Once the procession had finished and the combatants had returned to the 
lists, it was time for individual jousts.   
                                                        
112 Approximately 20 miles east of Paris. 
113 Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, see 74–79 for a description of this tournament. 
114 Crouch, Tournament, 76. These areas were marked off by palisades, ditches, or banks of soil, and could be used 
as a refuge during the tournament, off-limits to to opposing side. Also see R. Coltman Clephan, The Tournament 
(New York: Dover Publications, 1995), 14-5. 
115 Crouch, Tournament, 55-6. 
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Preliminary Jousts  
  Historians have established that in the late twelfth century individual jousts preceded any 
other combat and was seen as practice or a warm-up for the melee that followed.116 The 
individual joust did not become a larger part of the tournament until the thirteenth century, and 
was not a firmly established tournament event until the fourteenth century. In the late twelfth 
century it was an opportunity for new knights to test their skills, although other knights could 
take a turn if they so chose.117  
 Knights who wanted to participate in the joust would gather in front of their respective 
lists, mounted and ready. One knight from one side would joust one from the opposing side, each 
bearing down on the other at full speed, lances tucked under their arms, level and steady. 
Weapons of war were not used in the joust; the lance tips were blunted, not pointed.118 The goal 
was not to unhorse or injure one another, but to shatter one’s lance on the opponent’s shield, 
which meant hitting it hard, directly in the center. The force of the blow could be enough to 
knock a man out of his saddle. The winner could claim the horse and equipment of the defeated 
knight. 
 In contrast to this probable reality of the tournament scenes, Chretien de Troyes’ Cligés 
portrayed something quite different.  He presents a much longer tournament and purposefully 
focuses much more intently on the joust.  The tournament at Oxford-Wallingford in Cligés 
presents a hero with seemingly superhuman physical endurance who participates in four straight 
days of melees. Chretien further promotes the individual over the company by focusing on the 
                                                        
116 The following reconstruction of late twelfth-century tournaments is drawn from Frances Henry Cripps-Day, The 
History of the Tournament in England and in France, (London: B. Quarich Ltd, 1918); David Crouch, 
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117 Richard Barber, The Knight and Chivalry, (London: Longman, 1970), 162. For more on jousting at tournaments, 
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118 Frances Henry Cripps-Day, The History of the Tournament in England and in France, (London: B. Quarich Ltd, 
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joust, suggesting that it is superior to the melee. In reality, late twelfth-century tournaments were 
usually one-day events, as the gashes and bruises sustained by the participants during the melee 
would have caused less than stellar performance the following day. The human body requires 
rest and rehabilitation after the amount of energy expended, and the beating taken, during the 
melee. There were very few that spread over two days, and those can best be explained as the 
organizer’s desire to make time for extensive jousting on the first day before the melee on the 
second, but this was unusual. A four-day tournament is unrealistic, and by extending the time 
frame of the tournament, Chretien presents a hero with an unattainable level of endurance and 
energy. No doubt knights of this time would have recognized this, but Chretien’s works 
simultaneously reflected the reality of his audience and presented heroic and idealized versions 
of them that they easily could have found inspirational. Although it may be that more pragmatic 
men would have dismissed Cligés’ tale out-of-hand.  
 In addition to Cliges’ exceptional physical abilities, Chretien uses the joust to emphasize 
his noble conduct, portraying him not only as an exceptional warrior, but one with the humility 
and courtesy that was central to all of Chretien’s heroes. Each day, Cligés defeats one of Arthur’s 
top knights and accepts their surrender with humble courtesy. When Cligés unhorsed Sagremor, 
he rode “gallantly to him and made Sagremor swear to become his prisoner, which Sagremor 
did.”119 Cligés is respectful towards Sagremor: he does not antagonize him or boast of success, 
thereby displaying conduct in battle that would have been recognized as a desirable characteristic 
of a member of the nobility. 
 The jousts’ focus are solely on Cligés’ physical ability and noble conduct as the victor, 
and he shines in these scenes. Because there are only two participants in the joust, the focus is on 
the two individual knights, highlighting the skills and abilities of individuals and spotlighting the 
                                                        
119  Chretien de Troyes, "Cligés," 180. For this entire tournament, see 179–84. 
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single winner. Cligés is depicted as an exceptional knight, equal to King Arthur’s best, winning 
the single joust that occurred each day of the tournament. Furthermore, the knights that Cligés 
competed with were some of the best of the Round Table: Sagremor, Lancelot, Perceval and 
Gawain.120 The result is an emphasis on Cligés’ prowess and courteous conduct and, in utilizing 
the joust to portray him in such a light, promotes individual competition over the actual main 
event. As the tournament was practice for war, companies had to work together to succeed. The 
focus on individual ability in this romance promotes self-interest and individual glory and 
simultaneously preserves Cligés’ integrity, but misrepresents the mechanics and the reality of the 
late twelfth-century tournament, where the melee was the main event. 
The Grand Charge 
 On the first day, immediately upon Sagremor’s defeat, “the battle began, with knights 
rushing upon each other pell-mell.”121 The seemingly undisciplined rush into the melee occurred 
every day of the tournament, with the combatants taking it upon themselves to charge out from 
their lines in disorder to attack the opposing side. Chretien skips the grand charge that opens the 
melee, which is the exercise that a company must execute cohesively in order to gain the upper 
hand at the start of the competition. Instead, the tournament teams rush in without discipline, 
painting a picture of a multitude of lesser knights that are in complete opposition to Cligés’ 
impressive display of in the joust, which effectively ignores the importance of the team in favor 
of the individual. 
 Historical research tells a different story. The effect of Chretien’s focus on the joust 
becomes more significant when the grand charge is put into historical context. The result of the 
charge often decided the advantage and was often an important factor in the outcome of the 
                                                        
120 The fourth and last day of the tournament, Cligés and Gawain drew in the joust. 
121 Chretien de Troyes, "Cligés," 180. 
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melee. Once the jousting was over, both companies lined up in front of their respective lists, and 
hundreds of mounted knights formed a single, tightly formed line, awaiting the signal to charge 
the opposing line. When that signal was given, the lines would charge, galloping across the field 
towards the other company, keeping a tight and steady formation.122 This grand charge was the 
start of the melee, and was likely the most exciting part for observers. It was very much like the 
charge of the heavy cavalry in battle; knights charged in a tightly formed line, the force of which 
was enough to punch a “hole in the wall of Babylon.”123 Spectators in the stands could see 
everything that happened as the two companies charged each other. It must have been an 
amazing moment: the trembling of the ground, the thunderous pounding of hundreds of horses, 
and the knights keeping the formation of the line tight, shields up and lances in hand.  
 Riding fast in close proximity while holding the line straight was vital. If it was too 
crowded they could get in each other’s way. Companies that held their formation during the 
grand charge were far more apt to gain an immediate advantage, as poorly held lines could 
disintegrate and easily be routed by the opposition, thereby starting the melee with a significant 
disadvantage. This point is illustrated in several tournaments in the History. At Sainte-Jamme-
sur-Sarthe and Valennes, the Young King’s company “forth they rode in tight, well-ordered 
companies.”124 At Gournay and Ressons, Henry’s men “drew up in good and serried order, but 
their opponents scorned to do so, oozing proud confidence because of their mighty numbers, they 
charged in disarray.”125 At Anet and Sorel, the French “entered in wild disorder, in such reckless 
disarray that their squadrons were colliding, impeding one another.”126 Henry’s company routed 
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every company that charged in recklessly or in disorder. Discipline was necessary to success, a 
point clearly demonstrated in the History through the Young King’s successes. The disparaging 
language used to describe undisciplined charges and wayward companies further emphasizes the 
importance of disciplined formations and working as a unit. 
 The collision of the lines was the point at which one usually gained, or lost, the advantage. 
While charging, each knight’s target was the knight in front of him. As the distance between the 
companies closed, lances were lowered, couched, and aimed. Knights and horses alike would try 
to avoid a direct collision, but it was not always possible, and this was the point of the 
tournament at which death most often occurred.127 The collision of the two sides would have 
been loud: a great crashing of lances cracking on shields, shouts of the victorious as well as 
defeated. When two opposing knights kept their seats and connected with their targets, the lances 
would more often than not shatter, sending splinters flying through the air. Shields could be 
ripped from a man’s shoulder, depriving him of a necessary level of protection unless he 
obtained another one. Some knights and their horses were defeated immediately; those not secure 
in their saddles were apt be unhorsed and possibly go flying. If they were fortunate enough to 
evade capture, they could try to mount a horse, or else fight on foot. Those who were able to 
immediately capture a prisoner had to secure his promise and gain possession of his equipment 
in the chaos around him. Those who withstood the impact and successfully crashed through the 
opposing line without taking a prisoner would immediately turn around to reengage.  
The Melee  
 At this point, the formations dissolved and the melee began in earnest. Knights needed to 
quickly reign in excited horses, toss away the remains of shattered lances, and reach for their 
                                                        
127 Crouch, Tournament, 9. This seems to be the case in the death of Duke Geoffrey of Brittany, Henry II's son, in a 
tournament near Paris in 1186. 
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weapon of choice. The great mass of knights would eventually break apart. Some engaged in 
individual or small group skirmishes, others would opt to grab another lance from his squire and 
find a target to run down, if they could find the space for a charge. As individual riders rode 
across the field – some in pursuit, others looking for space – the melee spread out, and continued 
to do so, throughout the rest of the tournament. Fighting continued in smaller brawls or 
individual confrontations, and some men, usually if they were wealthy and could fetch a hefty 
ransom, were targeted for capture.  
 Tournaments were violent events, and not infrequently degenerated into real battles for 
some of the men involved. There were rules to prevent foul or dangerous blows, as it was 
theoretically a friendly event, but there were no official judges and it is difficult to know how 
redressing a foul blow was handled, if at all.128 In these instances, the combatants could be 
seriously injured or killed.129 Even when participants respected the non-lethal concept of the 
tournament, there was still a level of violence that is generally absent from Chretien’s fictional 
tournaments. Violent incidents are, however, occasionally included in the History’s descriptions 
of Marshal and the Young King’s experiences. For example, at Gournay-sur-Aronde and 
Ressons-sur-Matz, “there was no warm-up joust! [The opposing side] went straight at it with all 
their might…you’d have seen maces smashing down on heads, swords cutting through heads and 
arms.”130 Another description from the tournament at Lagny-sur-Marne, when the knights that 
had been targeted by Young Henry’s company “took to flight–and it was a shambles: they found 
themselves driven among vines and ditches, floundering over think-laid vinestocks where horses 
fell by the dozen, and thrown riders were dreadfully trampled, mangled, battered.”131   
                                                        
128 Barber, Knight, 157. 
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 Though brief, these descriptions reveal a level of violence in tournaments that does not 
find its way into the romances. Men were hit over the head with maces and swords sliced arms 
and heads and others were trampled, presumably by horses. These incidents likely resulted in 
serious injury. Such descriptions are not necessary to the author’s larger point that the Henry’s 
company excelled at tournaments, which he typically communicates by praising their feats and 
relating the vast spoils that they collected, not the amount of injury caused.132 Tournaments 
would have been familiar events to the History’s audience, and it is safe to assume that the 
author gave a realistic account of them. Despite the high praise heaped upon the heroes of the 
History, the violence grounds the scenes in reality and serves as a reminder that knights were 
first and foremost warriors and their primary function was violence. 
Performance and Reputation  
 A knight’s reputation as a warrior was based on performance in tournaments or battle. On 
the surface, the tournament was a way to keep martial skills sharp during times of peace, as 
demonstrated in the earl’s recruitment letter: “The recreation of a tournament is healthy and 
delightful, [and] it is held among knights for good reason, since those who are fit to be called to a 
tournament in time of peace will be all the more able to withstand enemies in war.”133 However, 
there were other, more immediate motivational factors for knights to participate. The earl 
continued: “to win praise for yourself, you should–if you wish–come to that place and be 
prepared to rally to our banner. Should this [happen], God willing, you should be able both to 
attain a modest reward and also we shall be all the more obliged to you.”134 The earl knew that 
                                                        
132 See Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, 39-43, 53-80, and 90-1. 
133 “An Earl Invites a Baron to Join His Tournament Retinue,” in Carlin and Crouch, Lost Letters of Medieval Life: 
English Society 1200 - 1250, 202. 
134 “An Earl Invites a Baron,” 201-2. 
 56 
praise earned at a tournament bolstered a knight’s fame and reputation and that the rewards or 
income generated from ransoms were both motivating factors for participation in a tournament.   
 Chretien’s heroes also earned glory, even great fame, through their exploits, whether it 
was the noble pursuit of helping those unable to help themselves or outperforming everyone else 
at a tournament. A primary theme in his romances is that of the knight errant, a sole knight of the 
Round Table, leaving court to save a town or a damsel in distress through feats of arms, with his 
success resulting in fame and glory. Cligés is a prime example of fame via tournament. Acting 
on his father’s advice, he left Constantinople to “test himself against the Bretons and French at 
King Arthur’s court” in order to learn the “true extent of [his] valor and might.”135 It is important 
to note that his motivation was to know exactly the limits of his physical abilities and inner 
strength, not to gain fame and renown. He went as far as to disguise himself by wearing different 
armor each day of the tournament. He was not seeking fame, but learning the extent of his 
capabilities. In the end, though, he did win fame. His true identity was revealed at the feast after 
the tournament, and the knights of the Round Table “responded as one: ‘We are honoured to 
know you and it is right for us to love and esteem you and call you lord, for there is none equal 
to you…our fame fades and dwindles before yours, though ours was once widely renowned 
throughout the world.’”136 He did not seek fame, and yet was rewarded with it nonetheless. 
Cligés’ performance in the tournament won him not only the respect and honor of the knights of 
the Round Table, but of all of the participants and spectators as well. This reflects the reality that 
knights who performed well became topics of conversation and objects of praise and admiration, 
which in turn bolstered his reputation as warrior. 
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 The figure of Lancelot in Chretien’s Knight of the Cart is another example of how word of 
an impressive display of prowess could spread. Lancelot “was inflamed by a desire to show all 
his prowess,” yet fought in disguise.137 At the tournament, he was known to the tourneyers and 
spectators only as the knight with the red shield.138 His skill alone was enough to get people 
talking about him. The knight with the red shield was the only thing that anyone could talk 
about, and Chretien dedicated four paragraphs to this idea—how amazed they were by his 
prowess and how they marveled at his skill. It is unlikely that Chretien would have put so much 
emphasis on talk if it was not realistically expected to happen; Chretien’s heroes were 
extraordinary men in an ordinary world. Earning fame and glory in the romances and reality 
closely resembled one another, and the praise earned by both Cligés and Lancelot reflected the 
reality that one’s reputation could increase through one’s performance at tournaments, and that 
praise could spread and evolve into fame.   
 Lacking an abundance of damsels in distress the tournament served as a real-life 
alternative for knight-errantry. Just as in Chretien’s romances, tournaments were a popular 
means for knights in the real world to establish or augment their reputations as warriors. In the 
History’s more realistic account, there is evidence of fame spreading and heroes emerging from 
the tournament scene in the late twelfth century, such as that of Henry the Young King and 
William Marshal in the 1170s.  
 Beginning in 1174, Young Henry took to the tournament circuit on the continent and 
brought a permanent retinue of twelve knights with him, which grew over time. Henry and his 
retinue spent years on the tournament circuit, “fiercely ambitious to perform great deeds,” and 
                                                        
137 At the time of the tournament, Lancelot was imprisoned by Meleagant. The lady in charge of his care allowed 
him to attend the tournament after he gave his word that he would return to captivity. He disguised himself so that 
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living “the life of the knight errant, travelling from tournament to mighty tournament.”139 He 
soon found that tournaments made him a man of account with an international prominence and a 
heightened esteem in the eyes of the nobility. The reputation that Henry built primarily through 
tournaments is revealed in a poem written by Bertran de Born (c.1140-1202), himself a baron in 
Aquitaine, a knight, and a troubadour. Bertran’s poem lamented the Young King’s death, and in 
this lament there is no mention his politics of kingship, only his martial abilities: “The whole 
world had chosen you for the best king who ever bore a shield, and the bravest one and the best 
knight in a tourney. Since the time of Roland, and even before, no one ever saw so excellent a 
king nor one so skilled in war, or one whose fame so spread through the world.”140 As a king in 
his own right, Henry would have been well known, but the honor and reputation earned by 
performing well at tournament was vital to all knights. 
     Independent knights who tourneyed likely enjoyed it just as much as the Young King, but 
just as likely hoped to enhance their reputations by fighting well and to possibly receive an offer 
as a permanent household knight in the service of a good lord. It was around this time that the 
greater lords began recruiting talented knights into their households, and the author of the 
History attributes it to an attempt to compete with Henry and his company.141 It seems that 
tournaments were quite a viable way for knights to forge good reputations for themselves and 
earn a place in a lord’s retinue.   
 Just as depicted in the literature, praise (and criticism) of performance was delivered at the 
feast that followed the battle or the tournament in the History. One example is after William 
Marshal’s first battle at Neufchâtel in 1166.142 King Henry II and King Louis VII of France were 
                                                        
139 Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, 54-5. 
140 Bertran de Born, The Poems of the Troubadour Bertran de Born, eds. William D. Paden, Tilde Sankovitvh, 
Patricia Stablien, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 220. 
141 Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, 55. 
142 Neufchâtel is in Normandy. 
 59 
in the midst of a heated conflict on the continent. Marshal’s lord, William Tancarville, received 
news that the Count of Flanders, an ally of King Louis, was headed towards Neufchâtel with an 
army. Tancarville and his knights headed out to fight them, Marshal included. The author of the 
History sings Marshal’s praises in his description of the battle and gives details about his 
experience. Afterwards, he notes that during the celebratory feast, 
The court rang with merry, jubilant talk as all described what they’d seen that day, 
the mighty blows and valiant deeds and whom it was who’d done them. They 
declared that the Marshal had stood firm against all comers; he’d plunged into the 
thick of the fray, sending them reeling, tumbling, battering some and capturing 
others.143  
 
All who were present agreed that Marshal handled himself well in battle and had proved his 
worth as a knight, and in that moment, Marshal’s reputation for valor and prowess was 
established.  
 Recognition for performance in battle or a tournament was quite an achievement, 
considering the sheer number of combatants involved. To be positively singled out and talked 
about was how a knight’s reputation grew, and building a good reputation was paramount to a 
knight’s worldly success. Participating in tournaments was an effective way for a knight to 
establish or augment his reputation. As demonstrated by Cligés, Lancelot, William Marshal and 
Young King Henry, tourneying meant an opportunity for a knight to establish or augment his 
reputation and, in time, achieve fame and glory. 
Collecting Spoils  
 Fame and glory were not the only motivating factors for tourneying. The practice of 
generating income and acquiring equipment during a tournament was the norm in the late twelfth 
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century.144 David Crouch states that taking ransoms was the overall aim of the tournament for 
many knights.145 When one knight defeated another, the vanquished knight was taken prisoner 
and he was expected to swear an oath of surrender, acknowledging that he was subject to 
penalty, or ransom. The ransom was usually paid by relinquishing his horse and equipment. 
Unlike actual warfare, a monetary ransom for personal freedom was not imposed because of the 
potential financial hardship for participants.146 The prisoner was then secured within the recet of 
his captor, or, if the victor was willing to allow it, returned to the field.  
 Despite this somewhat mercenary reality, the literature of the late twelfth century, whose 
intent it was to present ideal versions of the late twelfth-century knight, glorified those who 
participated for personal, rather than material, reasons. Such knights either needed to satisfy a 
desire for battle, like Lancelot in Knight of the Cart, or to prove his worth like Cligés, and such 
motivations were presented as virtues. Chretien’s works idealized the knight who fought either 
for the sole purpose of displaying his prowess and satisfying his hunger for battle, or to save 
another from harm or distress; money was not a motiving factor, nor was it even a consideration. 
 In Chretien’s Knight of the Cart, Lancelot’s sole motivation was to display his skill; not to 
bolster his reputation or take ransoms, but for himself. Lancelot “was inflamed by a desire to 
show all his prowess,” yet disguised himself.147 He arrived at the tournament in borrowed armor, 
keeping his identity hidden, demonstrating that he was not thinking of his reputation or proving 
himself to other knights. Nor did he participate for material gain, which was potentially 
significant: “there was scarcely a knight he challenged who was able to remain in the saddle, and 
he gave the horses he won to any who wanted them.”148 Lancelot had no desire for spoils, and 
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even though he was aware of the expectation to take them, he gave no thought to keeping them. 
The dismissive manner with which Lancelot gave away everything that he rightfully won 
demonstrates a disregard, even an indifference, to worldly success. 
 Similarly, Cligés’s exploits in the jousts end with him taking the oaths of his captives, and 
this is the last word on the matter. There is no mention of spoils or ransoms until after the 
tournament had finished days later, when he freely gave his captives their freedom with no 
mention of compensation. One could make the argument that the heroes of Chretien’s romances 
are from noble families, and were already wealthy, so they had no need for additional income. 
Whether the heroes dismissed spoils and ransoms because they did not need or want them is 
irrelevant. Obtaining and maintaining horses, equipment, and supplies was a large and ongoing 
expense, and therefore the literature is unrealistic in its depiction of such a vital aspect of a 
knight’s needs in the real world. 
 In the real world, we know that the victor captured his opponent as his prisoner and was 
entitled to take his horse and his equipment. For example, at a tournament at Joigny, William 
Marshal was waiting in the stands for the rest of the tourneyers on his team to arrive, and a 
young herald sang a song with the lyrics “give me a good horse, Marshal.”149 Marshal slipped 
out of the stands where the knights and ladies were dancing, hopped on his horse and headed 
over to the joust, where he promptly won a bout and gave the horse that he won to the herald. 
Marshal jousted for the sole purpose of winning a horse, and this passage shows that he knew 
that if he defeated the other knight that he would have his horse, clearly demonstrating the 
expectations that knights had of being the victor. 
 Other passages show how ingrained these expectations were in the late twelfth century. 
Early in his career and during his first foray into battle, Marshal’s actions are reminiscent of 
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Cligés and Lancelot, having no thought of spoils or personal gain despite being landless, poor, 
and dependent on William Tancarville.150 The text offers no insight as to why, although the 
implication is that he was eager for battle. Although his performance was praised after the battle, 
his failure to seize any of the spoils had not gone unnoticed. William de Mandeville heckled him 
for it, making a joke at his expense: 
‘Marshal, grant me a boon by way of friendship; it’ll be well repaid in the future.’  
‘Gladly; what’s your wish?’  
‘A crupper, or at least a spare halter.’  
‘God bless me, I’ve never had a spare in all my life.’  
‘What? Marshal, you would refuse me such a small request? You must have had 
forty today, or even sixty – I saw it with my own eyes! And you really mean to 
refuse me?’  
Everyone laughed at this – they could see what Mandeville was getting at.151 
 
It was expected that he would take the spoils, but Marshal had not taken a thing, and everyone 
knew it. He could have taken any amount of equipment from the knights that he had beaten, but 
was not thinking about it. The lesson that Marshal had to learn was to think realistically. He was 
now a knight, but still had no land or income to speak of, and spoils would have generated 
income. In fact, Marshal had even less than he had before the battle. His destrier died from the 
wounds it received in battle and all that he had left was a packhorse.152 Though he had proven 
himself able and brave, he had to consider the reality of life as a knight in need of income, and 
that he could face poverty if he did not.  
 Marshal learned quickly that battles and tournaments had multiple purposes for a knight. 
Not only did they keep skills sharp, they were an opportunity to display prowess, develop a good 
reputation, and could satisfy personal desires whether for bloodshed or to defend others. They 
                                                        
150 William Tancarville was William Marshal's uncle and had taken him into his household for training during 
William's adolescence. At the time of William's first battle in 1166, Tancarville knighted William and allowed 
him to fight in the battle at Neufchâtel. 
151 Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, 39. A crupper is a strap buckled to the back of a saddle and looped 
under the horse's tail to prevent the saddle or harness from slipping forward. 
152 A destrier was a valuable, sought-after warhorse. 
 63 
could also be a significant source of income. The year after the battle at Neufchatel in 1167, 
Marshal participated in his first tournament. Tancarville brought his knights to a tournament 
between Sainte-Jamme-sur-Sarthe and Valennes, near Le Mans. Marshal performed well, and 
took as one of his prisoners Sir Philip de Valognes, the Chamberlain of Scotland. Overall, at the 
end of the tournament he had won, and kept, five and a half destriers, an array of gear, and 
numerous rounceys, palfreys, and packhorses.153 Thus, between his first and second forays into 
battle, he had learned that taking spoils was expected and necessary.  
 The History demonstrates how much of a motivating factor that spoils could be. Marshal 
teamed up with Roger de Gaugi from 1177 -1179, fighting in tournaments as a pair. Their 
common goal was to attend every tournament that they possibly could, and profiting from the 
spoils was their priority.154 Over the course of ten months, they captured one hundred and three 
knights. At one point, Marshal was dining at an inn, not even participating in a tournament, and 
went so far as to capture a tourneyer that had fallen from his horse and broken his leg in front of 
Marshal. These examples show Marshal as an entrepreneurial knight, and one of the objectives 
of tourneying for most knights was material gain, and Marshal was not the only one to make 
tournaments profitable. Everyone who was anyone in the western aristocracies participated in the 
tournaments on the continent.155 Many new knights left home to spend months, or years, on the 
tournament circuit in order to hone their skills, but they also joined the circuit for the prizes, 
money, and equipment. For a knight without a patrimony, success at tournament was a way of 
generating income while enhancing his reputation as a knight. 
 
                                                        
153 Saul, trans., The History of William Marshal, 41. A rouncey is an all-purpose horse. 
154 Barber, The Knight and Chivalry, 160. 
155 David Crouch, Tournament, 21. 
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Conclusion 
 A tournament was a recreational event for knights. They could choose to participate and 
use their military training to advance careers, augment reputations, and generate income, and to 
understand the purposes of tournaments is to better understand how a knight fit into late twelfth 
century society. Understanding the idealization of such a performance in literature sheds light on 
the perception of knights and how that was changing in the late twelfth century Angevin Empire. 
 Chretien’s romances simultaneously promote ideals of character along with the traditional 
qualities of warriors, but largely ignores the reality of tournaments and the need for income and 
reputation. His literary mind focused on the individual knight’s skill in battle and his values, 
such as favoring prowess and valor over material success; and yet he largely ignores the reality 
of violence and very real need for material success. He paints a picture of tournaments where 
knights of noble character joust to prove their strength, courage, and skill, contributing to the 
changing perception of knights and knighthood. 
 In contrast to Chretien’s romanticized ideal, the History demonstrates the reality of what 
motivated knights to participate in tournaments: to generate income, to build a reputation, and 
the desire to fight. It also supports the historical evidence that tournaments were quite violent, 
yet organized, public events. Taken together, Chretien’s romances and the History promoted the 
concept of the virtuous knight; at once a hardened, able and courageous warrior with noble 
virtues and strength of character. They also reflect the real world of tournaments for a knight in 
the late twelfth century Angevin Empire. Tournaments were large, violent, public events in 
which knights could generate income, prove ability and courage, and enhance their reputations. 
 Chretien de Troyes’ Cliges turns the focus of tournaments away from reality. The joust in 
actual tournaments was a preliminary exercise, typically a warm-up to the melee. Cliges, focuses 
on the joust instead of the melee so that, along with Cliges’ exemplary prowess, his humility, 
courtesy, indifference to material gain, selflessness, and disinterest in fame is emphasized. 
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Knights living in the real world seemed to prefer the melee where there were ample opportunities 
for victory and the spoils that resulted. The focus on the joust serves to highlighted Cliges’ 
discipline and ability as a lone knight, especially when compared to the chaotic beginning of the 
melee. In reality, the grand charge required extensive training, skill, and discipline of the 
company, which would impact how the company was perceived, not an individual knight. The 
final contrast between Cliges and tournaments in reality is in regard to violence, which is 
generally absent in Cliges. This absence serves to highlight the noble character traits of the hero 
along with the traditional qualities of a warrior, creating a new ideal for knights in the real world 







































 In the twelfth century, any man who had received the proper training could be dubbed, 
entering the military elite as a knight.  The chronicles John of Worcester and Orderic Vitalis 
show that, earlier in the century, the designation as a knight did not indicate high social status. 
Both sources distinguish status from function when referring to the people on board the ship, 
demonstrating that knights came from different backgrounds and had differing levels of wealth 
and social status. Understanding how knights fit into society necessitates the understanding that 
being a knight was a function, not a social status, and that the two were not necessarily 
interrelated. 
 This was still the case in the late twelfth century. In the 1180s, even though Andreas 
Capellanus’ On Love amplified the definitions and boundaries of different social groups, the text 
offers extensive insight into contemporaneous perceptions of social status in regard to the 
nobility and knights. The separation of the two is expressed in the conversation between a 
commoner and a noblewoman, clearly indicating that noble status did not yet equal knighthood, 
nor vice versa, and that knighthood could not have conferred noble status onto a man.  
 On Love also shows the increasing emphasis on the concept of noble superiority. Social 
perceptions were changing, including the nobility’s belief that the well-born were morally, 
physically, intellectually superior to the rest of the population, born with qualities of character 
that the nobility believed were exclusive to themselves, such as intelligence, courtesy, humility, 
integrity, and amiableness.  
 67 
 Around the same time, the advent of romance literature was contributing to a changing 
perception of knighthood. Chretien de Troyes, in particular, idealized his knightly heroes, who 
embody the traditional qualities expected of knights: exceptional prowess, courage, endurance, 
physical strength, valor, prowess, loyalty, and honor. Additionally, they had the qualities of 
character that the nobility claimed for themselves. In Cliges, for example, both Cliges and his 
father Alexander are presented as exceptional knights with impeccable moral standards. These 
new, extraordinary protagonists, coupled with the nobility’s notion of superiority, encouraged the 
perception that knights should embody such noble characteristics.  
 Although the essence of being a knight had not changed, the manner in which a young 
nobleman was dubbed seems to have generally become more elaborate. Late century sources 
include more detailed information about dubbings, especially those that were commissioned by 
the families themselves, such as personal family histories. These dubbing ceremonies could be 
elaborate affairs that involved mass knightings, gifts, rich clothing, and public displays of wealth 
and status, like the ceremonies of Arnold of Guines and Geoffrey le Bel. These two ceremonies 
can be interpreted as a sign that such events had become an opportunity for the nobility to 
display their wealth and status, and that these expensive celebrations reinforced the social 
eminence of the nobility. The literature reflected this concept. Similar to Arnold and Geoffrey, 
Alexander was dubbed with a group of companions, and each was given knightly equipment and 
supplies, specifically armor, robes, and horses in the romance Cliges. 
 The context in which the dubbing was performed is quite telling of the message that the 
ceremony sent. Those like Arnold’s can be construed as displays of family power and wealth. 
Simpler dubbings, as in the cases of Henry I and Young King Henry, could serve as political 
messages, demonstrating the power of their fathers. The underlying social implication of Henry 
I’s dubbing, as it is recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, is that it sent a political message and 
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was more about his father’s power and authority than Henry becoming a knight. Young Henry’s 
second dubbing is similar to Cliges’, both demonstrating that a minimalistic dubbing was just as 
acceptable and a lavish ceremony, and that the heart of knighthood was still martial. The details 
and circumstances of a dubbing ceremony communicated more than the simple message that a 
young man had become a knight, and Cliges reflected that society understood the message. 
 Once a man had been dubbed a knight, regardless of the type of ceremony he had, he 
could choose to participate in tournaments and use his military training to advance his career, 
augment his reputation, and generate income. Tournaments played a role in the changing social 
perceptions of knights and knighthood in the late twelfth century Angevin Empire while serving 
a pragmatic purpose for participants. The History of William Marshal demonstrates the 
enthusiasm that some young knights had for the tournament circuit, and not only for the thrill of 
the fight. Performing well at a tournament could go a long way to enhance a knight’s reputation 
and further his career. The Young King made quite a reputation for himself through tournaments 
and gained an international prominence demonstrated by Bertrem de Born’s lament of his early 
death.  Earning fame and glory in the romances and reality closely resembled one another, and 
the praise earned by both Cligés and Lancelot reflected the reality that one’s reputation could 
increase through one’s performance at tournaments, and that praise could spread and evolve into 
fame.  It was also an opportunity to generate income, and how much of a motivating factor that 
spoils could be is demonstrated in the History, when Marshal teams up with Roger de Gaugi to 
make as much money as they can in tournaments. For a knight without a patrimony, success at 
tournament was a way of generating income as well as building his reputation. 
 The changing social perceptions of both society and of knighthood laid the foundation for 
that concept to change in the following century. As shown by the anonymous Orderne De 
Chevalerie, the late twelfth-century concepts of the increased eminence of the nobility and that 
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knights should behave as noblemen supported and nourished one another until, in the thirteenth 
century, there is evidence of the belief that only members of the nobility could fulfill and 
maintain the expectations of behavior and performance of knighthood. The late twelfth century 
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